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Abstract

The market research industry has eagerly embraced artificial intelligence (Al)
along with the promises of it bringing greater speed, reduced costs, and less

laborious work. Advocates recommend the use of various forms of Al across Page 1of 14
the entire research process. design, execution, analysis, and reporting. While IBA
there are, indeed, benefits of utilizing Al, a critical gaze should be leveraged Early View

to ascertain appropriate uses and avoid meaningful pitfalls.
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pertains to the use of Al. As the ongoing frequent use of Al impedes critical
thinking skills, anthropologists are well situated to illuminate dimensions of
the utmost importance. These include how a reliance on Al in market research
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may impact both the product and functioning of market research teams, how DOI:
Al may impact the quality of market research, and how the use of Al in market https://doi.org/10.224
research may amplify imbalances of power. 39/jba.v15i1.7810

Beyond critique, anthropologists should feel empowered to take constructive
steps that will help mitigate the pitfalls of Al use in market research, while
simultaneously reaping its sound benefits.

Keywords

Market research, Artificial intelligence, Business anthropology, Research
processes, Human data.


https://doi.org/10.22439/jba.v15i1.7810
https://doi.org/10.22439/jba.v15i1.7810

Journal of Business Anthropology, Early View

The market research industry functions in a constant state of change, and it is
worth noting that the sector has grown by 37.25% during the last three years
(Backlinko Team 2026). During this growth, market research, as both a field
and an industry, has experienced revolutionary change with its embrace of
artificial intelligence (AI). The market research industry has embraced Al
along with the promises of it bringing greater speed, reduced costs, and less
laborious work. In a recent survey of 3198 market researchers across 15 coun-
tries and spanning over 10 industries, 83% of the respondents claim that they
“plan to increase investments in AI” (Henriques et al. 2025: 6). As represent-
atives of the discipline that expertly studies humans and cultures and from
which market research derived approaches such as ethnography, anthropolo-
gists working in market research have a vital role to play pertaining to Al,
because “the use of Al in market research is not just a passing fad; it’s a fun-
damental shift here to stay” (Henriques et al. 2025: 2). In this essay, | examine
both the opportunities and pitfalls associated with the integration of Al into
market research. Drawing on recent research and my experiences as both an
anthropologist and market researcher, I suggest that anthropologists are posi-
tioned to add unique value assessing Al use for market research, identifying
appropriate and inappropriate applications, and developing practices that pre-
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serve research quality, depth of insight, audience inclusion, and organiza-
tional effectiveness as Al usage expands.

BENEFITS OF AI FOR MARKET RESEARCH

Advocates for the use of Al in market research recommend leveraging various
forms of Al across the entire research process to realize meaningful gains and
efficiencies. In research design, proponents suggest utilizing Al to craft sur-
veys for quantitative studies and discussion guides for qualitative interviews.
During the execution phase, individuals working in market research have be-
gun to leverage Al for the scheduling of study participants, the creation of
literature reviews, the development of auditory and visual content for research
stimuli (McDonald and Matus forthcoming), and the transcription of research
responses. Stakeholders in market research are also leveraging Al in the re-
porting phase to create codes for qualitative data, uncover patterns in data
sets, and summarize results. Champions of Al use in market research assert
that integration of Al across research processes frees the researcher to focus
on other more demanding tasks as cognitive offloading with Al enables “del-
egating tasks such as memory retention, decision-making, and information
retrieval to external systems” (Gerlich 2025: 5), which then “can enhance
cognitive capacity by allowing individuals to focus on more complex and cre-
ative activities” (Gerlich 2025: 5). Anthropologists and others working in
market research are, indeed, seeking to reap the benefits of Al usage as 89%
of market researchers surveyed in 2025 “are already using Al tools regularly
or in experimental phases” (Henriques et al. 2025: 16).

I want to highlight two ways of using Al during the execution phase
of market research that are worthy of particular attention by anthropologists.
These are Al-moderated interviews and the use of synthetic respondents.
Claims surrounding the adoption of both include the ability to work faster and
at lower cost. While currently only 5% of surveyed market researchers regu-
larly use automated interviewing via Al systems (Backlinko Team 2026), a
variety of suppliers are seeking to change that by offering free trials of Al
moderators for qualitative research. Benefits of Al-moderated interviews in-
clude ease in scheduling, simultaneous execution, inexpensiveness, and mul-
tilingual capabilities. Similarly, synthetic respondents can provide research-
ers with cost-effectiveness, speed to results, avoidance of respondent fatigue,
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and simulated responses for hard-to-reach targets. The majority (69%) of sur-
veyed market researchers worldwide “have used synthetic respondents in
their research” during the last year (Henriques et al. 2025: 5), and increased
usage is likely as more than “7-in-10 market researchers claim that, within
the next 3 years, synthetic data will account for over 50% of data collection”
(Backlinko Team 2026).

NEGATIVE IMPACTS OF AI INTEGRATION

While there are a variety of advantages to leveraging Al in research design,
execution, analysis, and reporting, there are downsides as well that should not
be overlooked. With their training in holism, in operationalizing complexity,
and in considering positionality, anthropologists are well equipped to explore
the implications of both the opportunities and pitfalls involved with the use
of Al in market research. Three such pitfalls include inaccuracy, hallucina-
tions, and diminished depth.

First, market researchers are increasingly enamored with the use of
simulated respondents crafted via Al models as replacements for human re-
spondents (Morris 2025) in quantitative research samples. For many, syn-
thetic respondents offer the promise of fast and inexpensive survey research.
New research has demonstrated that eliciting textual responses from large
language models (LLMs) and then mapping those to Likert scale distributions
for purchase intent via semantic similarity rating (SSR) may yield a robust
90% human test-retest reliability (Maier et al. 2025: 1). While this research
suggests SSR with synthetic respondents could in the future “reduce costs,
accelerate iteration, and enable smaller firms to access consumer insights” in
a manner that may “substantially change how early-stage product research is
conducted” (Maier et al. 2025: 7), the LLMs in this research were not able to
consistently and accurately capture demographic patterns pertaining to gen-
der, region, or ethnicity (Maier et al. 2025: 7). As explained by the scientists
examining SSR, it will be important for market researchers to “use caution
when interpreting subgroup analyses from synthetic panels” (Maier et al.
2025: 7). Other recent research has found that meaningful variation exists
across LLMs in their ability to accurately and effectively function as synthetic
respondents. Having conducted research examining synthetic sampling, poll-
ing expert G. Elliott Morris (2025) writes “with an average absolute error rate
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that ranged from 4 percentage points to 23 percentage points ... the best-per-
forming synthetic sample were an average of 4 points off from the true human
sample.” Yet, market research seeks to “empower businesses with actionable
findings” (McDonald 2023), and leaders are consistently tasked with using
market research results to inform significant decision-making. For anthropol-
ogists and others operating in market research, “error rates at a minimum of
several percentage points” are “too large to tolerate” in many market-research
contexts (Morris 2025). It, therefore, becomes essential for anthropologists to
apply their well-honed skills of analysis in considering and determining the
appropriate and inappropriate use cases for synthetic data in market research
as findings from comparative research “suggest that the theoretical advantage
of synthetic sampling — namely, cost savings — are not worth the hit to accu-
racy” (Morris 2025).

Second, there is a pitfall of Al hallucinations and errors rooted in bias.
With the rapid proliferation of generative Al and LLMs, many are inclined to
rely on Al for literature reviews that are needed as part of market research
processes. One challenge is that LLMs hallucinate. In other words, they “pro-
vide users with fabricated data that appears authentic” (MIT 2025). In fact, |
recently used a LLM to assist in creating a student reading list for an under-
graduate anthropology course that I teach. I immediately noticed that the
LLM list did not include typical readings that I would expect for an introduc-
tory anthropology course, and when I searched to read every single article and
book myself, it quickly became clear that numerous readings suggested by
the LLM did not even exist. In addition, LLMs reflect clear racialized biases.
For example, I recently utilized a LLM as an aide while creating a list of
“Companies/firms led by Black anthropologists doing corporate ethnogra-
phy/consulting.” The LLM generated list was topped with a company whose
owner self-identifies as a white man, and it also notably overlooked my own
company along with a market research company owned by another woman
who is an Afrodescendant anthropologist. On a different occasion, I leveraged
prompt engineering with an LLM while creating a size-based ranking of di-
asporas. The LLM repeatedly under-ranked the African diaspora in its output,
despite input data demonstrating that it held the largest numerical value. It
was only because of my pre-existing expertise in intersections of race, space,
and ethnicity that the LLM error in diasporic rankings was apparent and re-
sponded to with a subsequent prompt including “your error reflects an anti-
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Black bias in your model and algorithms.” Al-generated literature output, in-
cluding literature reviews and summations, must be thoroughly checked, their
content verified (Nature Reviews Bioengineering 2025), and their list of
sources confirmed. For anthropologists and others in market research, this
brings into question how much time is truly saved with Al-generated litera-
ture reviews and content creation as opposed to human-generated evaluations.

Third, one runs the risk of diminished depth of insight obtained from
qualitative interviews when using an Al moderator. As is often highlighted,
anthropologists are highly adept at conducting qualitative interviews and are
experts in building rapport with research respondents, observing what is pre-
sent and absent, noticing unspoken changes in the body language of study
participants, recognizing hidden significance with shifts in speech patterns,
and seeing meaning in symbols with which a respondent adorns themselves
or their surroundings. “These are subtle elements that require powers of rea-
soning, cultural understanding and human empathy that Al simply doesn’t
possess” (Wilson 2023). Excellent qualitative research and meaningful depth
of understanding require much more than simply posing a list of questions
that are deemed relevant. As explained by research and innovation specialist
Jack Wilson, “Al facilitates conversational surveys, not in-depth interviews —
they are not the same thing ... To describe this approach (Al moderated in-
terviews) as a suitable replacement for qualitative practice is entirely disin-
genuous” (Wilson 2023). In fact, studies on research with Latine and Af-
rodescendant respondents in the US demonstrated that Al-moderated inter-
-iews were not as effective as human-moderated interviews in obtaining re-
-pondent rapport, depth of understanding, nuanced responses, detailed re-
-ults, range of thematic findings, and culturally grounded context (McDonald
et al. forthcoming). While Al-driven interviews can be useful because of their
efficiency, they are not yet an effective replacement for human-moderated
qualitative research and are not currently equipped to yield the same depth or
cultural context.

ASPECTS OFTEN OVERLOOKED

In the rush to implement Al usage in market research, certain advantages and
disadvantages are not being thoroughly considered. It is important that an-
thropologists and others encourage dialogue and nurture cultures that enable
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researchers to embrace opportunities in Al while simultaneously employing
evaluative skills for critique of the same. In my own research and work pro-
cesses, I seek to thoughtfully utilize various Al tools, which entails asking
questions such as: “What may be gained or lost with the use of AI?,” “Should
this task be Al-led and, if so, to what extent?,” “Should this task be human-
led and, if so, to what extent?,” “How will the end users of the research feel
about the potential utilization of AI?,” “How well equipped is the research
team to use the relevant Al tool at this time?,” “Will use of Al impact power
dynamics related to target audiences?,” “How will use of Al bolster or dimin-
ish inclusion or exclusion for various constituencies?.” In other words, at the
same time that I use various Al tools as a market researcher, I do so while
encouraging application of a critical gaze toward Al It is crucial to think crit-
ically in assessing Al as it pertains to dimensions such as claimed efficiencies,
creative artifacts, imbalances of power, cognitive decline, etc.

When anticipating the efficiencies to be gained from incorporating Al
into market research processes, it is important to consider the data. 51% of
market researchers “using Al have found improvements in time to insights”
(Henriques et al. 2025: 22). In other words, 49% have not found an improve-
ment in “time to insights” with their use of Al. This data point dispels the
myth that using Al undoubtedly and universally fuels speed for market re-
search. In the spirit of holism, there is also research from another sector wor-
thy of consideration. A 2025 study of software developers recently revealed,
contrary to assumptions, that Al usage slowed down their work (Tong 2025).

Before the study, the open-source developers believed using Al
would speed them up, estimating it would decrease task completion
time by 24%. Even after completing the tasks with Al, the develop-
ers believed that they had decreased task times by 20% (Tong 2025).

The opposite was true. The study findings revealed that using Al increased
time to task by 19% (Tong 2025). These findings have relevance for prophe-
sied efficiencies in market research and assumptions that Al tools consistently
enhance speed to insights.

With more market research and marketing teams turning to Al as an
aid in producing research stimuli, anthropologists bring a unique and valuable
perspective with our understanding of creative products in marketing as cul-
tural artifacts. Human-generated concepts, advertisements, packages, shelf
sets, etc. can be costly and time-consuming to create simply for use as stimuli
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in research studies. So, it is natural for teams with budgets under scrutiny to
seek out Al as a means to reduce expenses, increase speed to market, and
possibly improve quality of output. But among adults in the US, the prefer-
ence for human-created content has increased the past two years (Feger 2025)
with the production of more Al-generated content material becoming widely
available. In a study conducted by researchers in the Marketing Department
of Columbia Business School, researchers found that study participants val-
ued Al-labeled art less than art identified as human-made (Horton, White, and
Iyengar 2023). In fact, 35% of US adults express that Al-generated art, TV
content, etc. are not “real art” (Feger 2025). This becomes interesting and
complicated when considering the placement of Al-generated stimuli in mar-
ket research studies, especially if the study is being conducted with a sample
that includes synthetic respondents. This is because recent quantitative exper-
iments have demonstrated an “AI-Al bias” (Laurito et al. 2025) in which there
is “a consistent tendency for LLM-based Als to prefer LLM-presented op-
tions” (Laurito et al. 2025: 1). In fact, comparative testing “found that on av-
erage, LLMs favored the LLM-presented items more frequently than humans
did” (Laurito et al. 2025: 1). This suggests that Al-generated stimuli may fare
better than human-created stimuli in testing utilizing synthetic respondents
generated by LLMs, even when the human-created stimuli would have poten-
tially been preferred among human study participants. This begs the question:
To what extent will market researchers be evaluating concepts, ads, packages,
and shelf sets to appeal to humans or to appeal to LLMs?

As LLMs make further advances, it would be prudent to acknowledge
that the data on which many LLMs have been trained does not consider that
“humans are a cultural species” with significant diversity (Atari et al. 2023:
2). In fact, there is “a growing body of literature that raises fundamental ques-
tions about the ability of LLMs to capture opinions of minority groups” (Mor-
ris 2025). Unfortunately, though, many market researchers advocating for the
regular use of Al and its comprehensive integration into research practices
are not considering cultural diversity or power imbalances. Recent findings
from researchers at Harvard University have demonstrated a Western, Edu-
cated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic (WEIRD) bias in LLMs (Atari et
al. 2023). The results of the study incorporating cross-cultural data from the
World Values Survey found that LLMs have disproportionately WEIRD
skewed origins, behaviors, information processing, and views of what it
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means to be an “average human” (Atari et al. 2023). As result, marginaliza-
tion of certain communities can be exacerbated and imbalances of power bol-
stered as the integration of LLMs into market research processes may “mis-
represent the perspectives of important groups in the population” (Morris
2025). This suggests that many LLMs reflect “power shadows” (Buolamwini
2023). According to researcher and computer scientist Joy Buolamwini
(2023: 82), “power shadows are cast when the biases or systemic exclusion
of a society are reflected in the data.” As an anthropologist, market researcher,
Afro-Descendant, and member of a marginalized community, I find the
WEIRD bias present in LLMs and a corresponding lack of thoughtful consid-
eration by the market research industry to be concerning.

While the focus for many of us working in market research has been
the implications of Al for research processes, budgets, and speed to results, |
also think that it is important to consider the effects of Al related to organiza-
tional dynamics. Being an anthropologist working in market research and be-
ing a market researcher leading a team of researchers, I understand the im-
portance of employee skillset and engagement to create and maintain high-
performing market research organizations. I would, therefore, suggest that we
must consider the impact of Al usage on researcher performance and work-
place experience among market researchers. There is a risk that, as utilization
of Al expands across more aspects of the market research lifecycle and usage
becomes more ritualistic, “an over-reliance on Al for analysis may undermine
the development of human analytical skills” (Gerlich 2025: 5). As Al tools
provide market researchers with solutions and answers, it may “discourage
users from engaging in the cognitive processes essential for critical thinking”
(Gerlich 2025: 2). This may leave workers feeling less engaged because it
removes “the most cognitively demanding parts of a task™ (Liu et al. 2025),
which can “make work stimulating and personally fulfilling” (Liu et al. 2025).
Market research leaders should proactively develop mechanisms to ensure
that the use of Al in research processes does not result in “a more socially
isolated work experience” (Wright 2025), diminished cognitive abilities (Ger-
lich 2025), lower employee engagement (Liu et al. 2025), and reduced per-
sonal fulfillment among team members (Liu et al. 2025). Because critical
thinking is essential for the acquisition of knowledge, evaluative reasoning,
effective problem solving, and impactful storytelling, a field and industry
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charged with empowering business decision making cannot risk the erosion
of cognitive capabilities and engagement among workers.

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION

This is a pivotal moment for the market research industry, and it is one that
undoubtedly represents a fundamental shift. It is an inflection point which
may result in a positive or negative slope, and anthropologists working in
market research will have a role to play in determining how the field of market
research seizes upon the opportunities made possible with Al and overcomes
the pitfalls inherent with Al. Anthropologists should embrace technological
advances as appropriate with holism in the assessment of Al tools. The unique
expertise, functional mastery, and skillsets of anthropologist are needed at
this juncture, as market researchers navigate Al integration in research pro-
cesses. With the budgets of market research teams under constant scrutiny,
with Al advocates claiming that LLMs give responses that are “cognitively
and attitudinally similar to humans” (Atari et al. 2023: 3), with the “systemic
skew of LLMSs” (Atari et al. 2023: 18) that reinforces imbalances of power,
with 57% of market researchers expressing increased demand for qualitative
research (Henriques et al. 2025), with predictions that “market research is
heading in the direction of being almost exclusively online” (Bohne 2025),
and with employees regularly using Al losing a sense of “team connection
that is foundational to their work experience” (Wright 2025) — anthropologists
are needed by market research to navigate the current landscape in a manner
that is beneficial for society.

It will, therefore, be essential for anthropologists to proactively take
steps toward bolstering Al literacy. This can be done in four key ways. First,
anthropologists may want to consider attending formal Al-training programs.
For those working in higher education, formalized training can be obtained
through one’s institution. For practitioners outside of academia, formal train-
ing programs may be pursued as certifications with universities or as short-
form offerings from industry organizations, nonprofits, and even vendors of
Al tools. Second, anthropologists may build Al-literacy skills by engaging in
multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary collaborations with those in other
fields who have developed Al fluency, are actively using Al in their work, or
are responsible for the design of Al systems. Third, direct experimentation
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may be a fruitful approach to learning by doing and by gaining exposure to a
wide range of Al offerings. Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, anthropol-
ogists may build Al literacy by conducting comparative analyses and criti-
cally assessing Al systems. This fourth option not only serves to build one’s
own fluency as an individual but also empowers those engaged in research on
research to inform others, make meaningful impact, and positively affect the
use of Al in market research.

Looking ahead, some are predicting that, “[w]ith the artificial intelli-
gence (Al) market size predicted to grow exponentially over the next few
years, market research by physical human interaction may soon become a
thing of the past” (Bohne 2025). I do not believe that will be the case. In a
world proliferated with Al tools, many of which with entrenched biases and
notable commonality in data sets, “high-quality human data is the one true
differentiator” (Henriques et al. 2025: 14). Al in market research is, undoubt-
edly, here to stay. It is not a temporary fad. The great challenges and oppor-
tunities facing us all at this pivotal moment include determining appropriate
use cases for Al in market research, identifying methodological adaptations
needed when using Al in market research, understanding societal implications
of Al use in market research, and discerning situations more appropriate for
human-led research, human respondents, and human-crafted stimuli. As re-
searchers and as anthropologists, we must do all of these things taking into
account errors, imbalances of power, racial and cultural biases, quality differ-
ences, intellectual property ownership, extraction without context, effects on
cognition, impacts on human connection, promises of efficiencies, potential
for scale, and possibilities for ease that are intertwined with Al usage. These
opportunities and challenges require research on research and research on re-
searchers. Just as market researchers did their due diligence in the 1990s when
shifting from computer-assisted telephone interviews to online fieldwork, due
diligence is needed now with the adoption of Al tools across market research.
Great comparative research and analyses are being done on this front. More
comparative and evaluative research is needed, and anthropologists working
in market research are well positioned to add tremendous value in the crucial
work of researching Al for use in market research.
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