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MARK2052 MR2 
Qualitative Research

(T3-2019)

Lecture structure for this lecture

• Course issues and questions

• Last topic: MR1: course overview and marketing research 
process

• Interview

• Focus group

• Observation

• Lecture summary

• Next topic: MR3: quantitative research
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What is qualitative research?

• Research methodology that addresses research objectives 
through techniques that allow the researcher to provide 
elaborate interpretations of phenomena of interest without 
depending on numerical measurement.

 Focus is on in-depth understanding and insight, rather than 
on more generalisable findings associated with quantitative 
research.

 Relies more on the skill of the researcher to extract meaning 
that is actionable from unstructured responses such as text, a 
recorded interview, stories from consumers, web logs, video 
recordings and transcripts.

Uses of qualitative research

• Useful when a researcher has limited amount of experience or 
knowledge about a research issue.

• Conducted for three purposes:

 diagnosing a situation

 screening alternatives

 discovering new ideas
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Uses of qualitative research (continued)

• Diagnosing a situation

 Used to diagnose the dimensions of problems.

 Helps set priorities for research.

 Gathering information on unfamiliar topic.

Uses of qualitative research (continued)

• Screening alternatives

 Used to determine the best alternatives under budget 
constraints.

 Concept testing: Any exploratory research procedure that 
tests some sort of stimulus as a proxy for a new, revised or 
repositioned product, service or strategy.

 Example, how to market organ donation cause.
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Uses of qualitative research (continued)

• Discovering new ideas

 To generate ideas for new products, advertising copy etc.

 Uncovering consumer needs, such as determining what 
problems consumers have with a product category

 For example, quality dog food smells bad in the 
refrigerator.

Qualitative vs. quantitative research
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Qualitative research methods

• Interview

• Focus group

• Observation

Common qualitative research methods/techniques
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Common qualitative research methods (continued)

What is interview?

• Researcher asks many questions and probes for additional 
elaboration after respondent answers.

• Requires highly skilled interviewer to encourage respondents to 
speak freely without being influenced.
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Interview (continued)

• Probing questions:

 ‘Can you give me an example of that?’

 ‘Why do you say that?’
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Types of interview

• Personal interviews

• Door-to-door personal interviews

• Personal interviews conducted in shopping malls

• Telephone interviews

Personal interviews

• Form of direct communication in which an interviewer asks 
respondents questions face to face.

Advantages Disadvantages

• Opportunity for feedback
• Probing complex answers
• Length of interview controlled
• Completeness of questionnaire
• Props and visual aids
• High participation

• Interviewer characteristics and techniques 
may influence respondents’ answers.

• Lack of anonymity of respondent
• Cost
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Door-to-door personal interviews

• Door-to-door interviews are conducted at respondents’ 
doorsteps.

 An effort to increase the participation rate.

• Call-backs are attempts to recontact individuals selected for a 
sample who were not available initially.

Shopping mall intercepts

• Mall intercept interviews are conducted in a shopping mall.

 Lower costs but higher refusal rates.
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Telephone interviews

• Personal interview conducted by telephone

Advantages Disadvantage

• Speedy data collection
• Relatively inexpensive
• Call back option
• Representative samples
• People maybe willing to cooperate with 

a telephone survey instead of face to 
face

• Absence of face-to-face contact is more 
impersonal.

• Respondents can hang up and end the 
interview

• Lack of visual medium 

What is focus group?

• An unstructured, free-flowing interview with a small group of 
people.

• The group meets at a central location with a moderator who 
encourages discussion of a brand, advertisement or new product 
concept.

• Allows people to discuss their true feelings, anxieties and 
frustrations in their own words.
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Focus group (continued)

• Group composition

 Range between 6 to 10 people.

 Relatively homogeneous (similar lifestyles, experiences and 
communication skills).

 Several focus groups can be utilised to collect different types 
of information.

Focus group (continued)

• Environmental conditions

 Usage of commercial facilities that have videotape cameras 
and microphone systems in observation rooms behind one-
way mirrors to allow observation by others who are not in 
the room.

 Relaxing atmosphere.
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Focus group (continued)

• The moderator

 Develops rapport – helps people relax.

 Promotes interaction among group members and gives 
everyone a chance to speak.

 Listens to what people have to say.

 Directs discussion on areas of concern.

 Manages the discussion flow.

 Begins with general discussion before focusing on specific 
topics. 

Focus group (continued)

• Planning the focus group outline

 Discussion guide: A document prepared by the focus group 
moderator that contains remarks about the nature of the 
group and outlines the topics or questions to be addressed.
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Advantages of a focus group

• Fast, inexpensive and easy to execute.

• Discussion of numerous topics and many insights can be 
gained.

• Synergy: group insights and ideas.

• Snowballing: a comment triggers a chain of responses.

• Serendipity: group idea generation.

• Security: participants share similar feelings.

• Spontaneity: responses can be more spontaneous.

• Structure: moderator controls the interviews.

• Scientific scrutiny through observers and recordings.

Disadvantages of a focus group

• Focus groups require sensitive and effective moderators.

 Without a good moderator, self-appointed participants may 
dominate a session, giving somewhat misleading results.

• Since focus group participants are screened to have similar 
backgrounds and experiences, they may not be representative of 
the entire market.

 Sampling issues.
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What is observation?

• Observation is the systematic process of recording the 
behavioural patterns of people, objects and occurrences as they 
are witnessed.

 No questioning or communicating with people.

 The researcher witnesses and records information as events 
occur, or compiles evidence from records of past events.

Use of observational research in Australia

• When developing food products, companies such as Sanitarium, 
Campbell Arnott’s and Heinz often use at-home research. 

 Sanitarium brand managers may arrange to visit half-a-dozen 
homes at 7am to observe consumers’ breakfast routines. 

 Heinz used at-home research for its steam-fresh vegetable 
bags. A Heinz spokeswoman says: ‘It was important to see 
how people used the product in their home situation when it 
wasn’t precisely prepared in a [company] kitchen and 
observe the sensory aspect of how they found the product’.
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When is observation scientific?

• Observation becomes a tool for scientific inquiry when it:

 serves a formulated research purpose.

 is planned systematically.

 is recorded systematically and related to general propositions 
rather than simply reflecting a set of interesting curiosities.

 is subjected to checks or controls on validity and reliability.

What can be observed?

• A wide variety about the behaviour of people and objects.

• Used to describe a wide variety of behaviour.

• The observation period is also generally of short duration.
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What can be observed? (continued)

What cannot be observed? 

• Cognitive phenomena such as underlying attitudes, motivations 
and preferences cannot be observed.

• Cannot provide explanations as to why the observed behaviour 
occurred and its intention behind it.

• Behaviour patterns that span over several days.
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The nature of observation studies

• Marketing researchers can observe people, objects, events or 
other phenomena using either human observers or machines 
designed for specific observation tasks. 

 Human observation best suits a situation or behaviour that is 
not easily predictable in advance of the research. 

 Mechanical observation, as performed by supermarket 
scanners or traffic counters, can very accurately record 
situations or types of behaviour that are routine, repetitive or 
programmatic.

The nature of observation studies (continued)

• Human or mechanical observation may be unobtrusive; that is, 
it may not require communication with respondents.

• Visible observation versus hidden observation.
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Observation of human behaviour

• Observation of nonverbal behaviour

• For example, toy manufacturers such as Fisher Price use 
observation because children cannot express their reactions to 
products, but their behaviour can.

 How long does the child’s attention stay with the product?

 How long until the child puts the toy down?

 Are the child’s peers equally interested in the toy?

Observation of human behaviour (continued)
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Direct observation

• A straightforward attempt to observe and record what naturally 
occurs.

• Investigator plays a passive role and does not create an artificial 
situation.

• An observation form keeps observations consistent.

• The amount of time it takes to make a choice between two 
alternatives, or response latency, can be observed.

Errors associated with direct observation

• Not error-free because the observer may record events 
subjectively.

• Observer bias: A distortion of measurement resulting from the 
cognitive behaviour or actions of the witnessing observer.

• Accuracy may suffer if the observer does not record every 
detail.

• Interpretation of observation data is another major source of 
error.
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Scientifically contrived observation

• Contrived observation: Investigator intervenes to create an 
artificial environment in order to test a hypothesis.

• Contrived situations reduce the research time spent waiting and 
observing a situation.

• For example, mystery shoppers to come into a store and pretend 
to be interested in a particular product or service; after leaving 
the store, the ‘shopper’ evaluates the salesperson’s performance.

Ethical issues in observation of humans

• Hidden observations raises issues of the respondent’s right to 
privacy.

• Contrived observation raises issues of deception.

• Researchers need to balance their values and approaches.

• If a researcher obtains permission to observe, the subject may 
not act in a typical manner. 

• However, not getting permission may be unethical.
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Observation of physical objects

• Physical-trace evidence is a visible mark of some past event or 
occurrence 

 wear on library books to determine books most read.

 erosion traces on museum floor tiles to determine most 
popular exhibits. 

 counting and recording physical inventories by means of 
retail or wholesale audits allows. researchers to investigate 
brand sales on regional and national levels, market shares, 
seasonal purchasing patterns and so on.

Content analysis

• Content analysis is the systematic observation and quantitative 
description of the manifest content of communication.

• Content or messages of advertisements, newspaper articles, 
television programs etc.

 E.g. frequency of appearance of women or minorities in mass 
media

 Whether advertisers use certain themes or appeals more than 
others.
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Mechanical observation

• Television monitoring: OzTAM estimates national television 
audiences.

 electronic boxes hooked up to television sets to capture 
program choices, length of viewing time and identity of 
viewer.

• Monitoring website traffic

 e.g. Nielsen has its web monitoring software installed in 
225 000 computers in homes and workplaces in 26 countries.

Mechanical observation (continued)

• Scanner-based research

 optical character recognition and bar code scanners can show 
a marketer week by week how a product is doing, even in a 
single shop, and track sales in response to local ads or 
promotions.

 At-home scanning systems enable consumer panels to 
perform self-scans at home after product purchase.
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Mechanical observation (continued)
• Web monitoring example

Measuring physiological reactions

• Eye-tracking monitors observe eye movements.

• Pupilometers are used to observe and record changes in the 
diameter of a subject’s pupils.

• Psychogalvanometer measures galvanic skin response.
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Measuring physiological reactions (continued)

• Voice pitch analysis records abnormal frequencies in the voice 
that reflect emotional reactions.

• Functional magnetic resonance imaging (MRI)

 Reveals which parts of the brain are active in 
real time

Advances in qualitative research

• Videoconferencing and streaming media

 Focus group companies now use the ability to communicate 
via telecommunications and videoconferencing links.

 Marketing managers can watch the group at home.

 Streaming media is used to broadcast focus groups to be 
viewed online.
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Advances in qualitative research (continued)

• Interactive media and online focus groups

 Online focus group: Members use internet technology to 
provide unstructured comments by entering their remarks 
into a computer.

 Private chat rooms

 Online moderator

 Drawbacks

 Less interaction = less synergy and snowballing

 Moderator cannot see body language and facial 
expressions.

Advances in qualitative research (continued)

• Social networking 

 Social networking sites (e.g. Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter) 
can provide a wealth of qualitative data.

 Data are more realistic and less biased than direct 
questioning.

 Ethical issues about privacy and consent.

 Example, Mars conducting research to find ‘creative and 
cool’ young consumers for idea and concept discussion 
through social networking sites.
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Advances in qualitative research (continued)

• Software tools

 Nvivo, Atlas and Leximancer are popular computerised 
qualitative analysis software for theme identification and 
connecting text.

• Textmining

 Modern predictive analysis software allows text data to be 
mined from various sources including social networking 
sites, recorded conversations from call centres, email 
contacts and many more sources. 

A warning about qualitative research

• Cannot take the place of conclusive, quantitative research.

• Can lead to incorrect decisions.

• Interpretation of findings typically judgemental.

• Most techniques use small samples that may not be 
representative.
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Analysing qualitative responses

• Thematic analysis

 A technique where 
phrases or concepts are 
joined by their co-
occurrences across 
respondents, events and 
time.

 Involve moving back-
forwards to the data and 
the report.

• Six-step approach:

1. Data familiarity.

2. Coding of responses.

3. Assign codes with 
potential themes.

4. Review themes and add 
more if required.

5. Name and define themes.

6. Produce report findings 
that tells a story.

Analysing qualitative responses (continued)
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Next Topic: MR3 – Quantitative Research

• Designing and conducting quantitative research

Survey

Experiment
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