
He re ’s a statement that virtually all (maybe all) qualitative
re s e a rch practitioners and clients would easily agree with:
the qualitative re s e a rch consultant (QRC) is a critical ele-

ment in the success of a study. If this seems obv i o u s , it is surp ri s i n g
that QRCs are often thought of and treated as a commodity, a n d
that substandard work is often tolerated by clients. O ver the ye a rs ,
we have seen or heard of many examples of work that ranges fro m
the merely mediocre to the truly bad. ( A n d , h a p p i l y, m a ny other
examples of excellent wo r k . )

What accounts for clients accepting substandard work? Some
c l i e n t s , we believe, simply do not have enough re s e a rch expert i s e
overall or enough fa m i l i a rity with qualitative re s e a rch specifically
to effectively evaluate QRCs. As a re s u l t , t h ey :

• do not realize that they should demand a higher level of wo r k ;
• have unre a s o n a ble expectations about QRCs, confusing skill

with show m a n s h i p ;
• buy (almost totally) on the basis of pri c e, thinking QRCs are

p retty much the same;
• focus on qualitative “ t e c h n i q u e s ” and forget about the cri t i c a l

role that the QRC play s , re g a rdless of method.
H ow much does this matter? For argument’s sake, if clients

accept or at least tolerate so-so quality, m aybe it’s okay - especially
if they get their work at bargain
p ri c e s .

The pro blem is that it d o e s m a t-
t e r.When the re s e a rch is done
p o o r l y, it may not yield insights
that help the client and a good
deal of money goes to wa s t e. F ro m
a broader re s e a rch industry per-
s p e c t ive, the focus group - and by
extension all qualitative re s e a rch -
gets a bad name as shallow or

fa l s e.
What clients should expect of a QRC starts with their view of

the re s e a rc h e r ’s ro l e.“ M o d e r a t o r ” is a common term , one we often
use ours e l ve s , but it re f e rs just to the interv i ewing portion of the
j o b. In the case of focus gro u p s , which U. S. clients typically
o b s e rve from behind a one-way mirro r, the interv i ewing is the
most visible part of the job, of cours e. For the qualitative re s e a rc h
p rocess to be successful, h oweve r, a QRC needs to be a tru e

How clients can
recognize and get
great work

By Judith Langer
and Carol Stuckhardt

E d i t o r ’s note: Judith Langer is senior vice
p r e s i d e n t , q u a l i t a t i ve pra c t i c e, at GfK
N O P, a New York research firm . S h e
can be reached at judy. l a n g e r @ g f k . c o m .
Carol Stuck h a rdt is director of custom
r e s e a r ch , Hearst Magazines, New Yo r k .
She can be reached at
c s t u ck h a rd t @ h e a r s t . c o m .

Keep the quality
in qualitative
research

© 2006 Quirk’s Marketing Research Review (www.quirks.com). Reprinted with permission from the May 2006 issue.
This document is for Web posting and electronic distribution only. Any editing or alteration is a violation of copyright.



To purchase paper reprints of this article, contact Rhonda Brown of FosteReprints at 866-879-9144 x194 or rbrown@fostereprints.com.

re s e a rcher invo l ved in all thre e
stages of a pro j e c t :

Phase 1: P re - i n t e rv i ew - design-
ing the re s e a rch sample and
m e t h o d , p re p a ring the materials for
re c ruiting (screener) and interv i ew-
i n g / o b s e rving (topic guide), s u p e r-
vising the fieldwo r k .

Phase 2: I n t e rv i ew / o b s e rvation -
e n g a ging part i c i p a n t s / re s p o n d e n t s
t h rough questioning and observa-
t i o n .

Phase 3: Po s t - i n t e rv i ew - figur-
ing out the meaning and implica-
tions of what the re s e a rc h e r
s aw / h e a rd , re p o rt i n g / p resenting it
to the client.

For ease of re a d i n g , “ f o c u s
gro u p s ” in this article re f e rs to in-
p e rson group discussions. H oweve r,
we believe that our re c o m m e n d a-
tions are equally true for other
q u a l i t a t ive re s e a rch methodologi e s ,
including in-depth interv i ew s ,
o b s e rvational interv i ews and online
bulletin board s .

To learn what not to accept, we
g a t h e red some real-life examples of
l ow-quality or pro blematic qualita-
t ive re s e a rch practices. All the
instances cited come from other
clients and QRCs we have talke d
w i t h , as well as our own observa-
t i o n s .While some of the instances
cited may seem extre m e, we pro m-
ise that eve ry one is true! 

At each point in the qualitative
re s e a rch pro c e s s , you know there
a re pro blems if a QRC does any of
the follow i n g :

Phase 1: P r e - i n t e rview probl e m s
B ewa re the QRC who:
1 . Announces he/she “only mod-

e r a t e s ,” and does not manage the
p roject process or write re p o rt s .

2 . P roposes novel methods that
seem strange, c ringe-inducing or
superficial - defeating the purp o s e
of qualitative re s e a rc h . (Does a hall
of 100 respondents speaking out
talk show-style sound in-depth to
yo u ? )

3 . Has a solution that is “ a lway s ”
(or even almost always) used rather
than a customized approach to the

c l i e n t ’s pro bl e m .
4 .Ta kes your RFP or topic guide

draft without asking detailed ques-
tions about the study’s purp o s e,
goals and backgro u n d .

5 . Suggests (or agrees to) an
overly ambitious agenda with too
much materi a l , too many
i s s u e s / q u e s t i o n s / e xe rc i s e s / v i s u a l s .
With 30 concept statements, f o r
e x a m p l e, respondents can only do a
quick thumbs-up/thumbs-dow n ,
not discuss their feelings about the
i d e a s .

6 . I g n o res fieldwo r k , assuming it
will “ t a ke care of itself ” w i t h o u t
close superv i s i o n .

7 . Does not inform the client
about re c ruiting pro blems until the
last minu t e, if at all.

8) Makes changes in fieldwo r k
without obtaining client approva l
or even informing the client (e. g . ,
respondent specifications, r a i s i n g
i n c e n t ive s , telling respondents who
the study sponsor is).

Phase 2: I n t e rv i e w / o b s e rva t i o n
p r o bl e m s

D u ring the intro d u c t i o n / wa rm -
u p, b ewa re the QRC who:

1 . Is long-winded, giving an
overly detailed explanation of the
p rocess and ground ru l e s ; wa s t e s
p recious time; is bori n g ; is off-put-
t i n g . (Do respondents really need
to know how many observe rs are
in the backroom and what they are
eating? Do they really need to be
told that if they need to go to the
re s t ro o m , t h ey should do this one
at a time?)

2 . O f f e rs a “too much inform a-
t i o n ” i n t roduction of him/hers e l f
( m a rital status, number of kids,
u p b ri n gi n g , h o b b i e s , e t c. ) .The best
moderator is usually a neutral
p a rt y. A good moderator establ i s h e s
r a p p o rt without div u l ging his/her
b i ogr a p hy.

3 . Asks respondents their names
but does not give his/hers .W h i l e
p e rsonal details should be avo i d e d ,
some information helps establish a
relationship - and introducing one-
self is simply good manners .

4 . Uses deceptive wa rm-up tac-
t i c s / t ricks (e. g . , p retends a re s p o n-
dent did not show up and asks the
group to describe him, t h e n
announces this person never did
e x i s t ) . This makes respondents feel
f o o l e d / t ri c ke d , and underm i n e s
t ru s t .

D u ring the course of a focus
gro u p, b ewa re the QRC who:

1 . Does serial depth interv i ews in
a focus gro u p, c i rcling around the
t a ble re p e a t e d l y, calling on re s p o n-
dents one by one.This prevents or
squashes interaction, a key re a s o n
to conduct focus groups in the firs t
p l a c e.

2 . D wells on “ i n t e re s t i n g ” s u b-
jects irre l evant to the study pur-
p o s e.

3 . I g n o res timing - starts the
i n t e rv i ew late without inform i n g
re s p o n d e n t s ; keeps re s p o n d e n t s
b eyond the promised end time
without asking their perm i s s i o n .
This shows a lack of respect for
p a rt i c i p a n t s , b reaks the moderator’s
implicit contract with them, a n d
risks harming rapport and good
p a rt i c i p a t i o n .

4 . Does not invite quiet re s p o n-
dents to enter the conve rs a t i o n ; o r
puts them on the spot. ( “ G e o r g e,
you have n ’t said anything ye t ” i s
not a good way to draw out a
quiet pers o n . )

5 . Repeatedly calls on the same
re s p o n d e n t s , i g n o ring the others .
( We have seen male moderators
who only ask/allow the men to
s p e a k . )

6 . D e c e ives respondents by doing
things like planting a ringer to
s t i mulate discussion or, wo rs e, t o
sell the client’s pro d u c t . Such prac-
tices are just plain unethical.

7 . Acts like the star of the show,
talking more than the re s p o n d e n t s ,
p l aying stand-up comedian by
telling canned joke s . The re s p o n-
dents - not the moderator - should
be the center of attention.

8 .Talks to respondents in a
demeaning or sarcastic way, s h u t s
them off hars h l y. Aside from being
ru d e, f rom a re s e a rch pers p e c t ive,
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this demonstrates a lack of re s p e c t
for the respondent and damages
group rapport .

9 . E m b a rrasses re s p o n d e n t s
t h rough personal or inappro p ri a t e
q u e s t i o n s / e xe rc i s e s . (If asking
respondents to act like their dogs at
mealtime makes re s p o n d e n t s
s q u i rm , it pro b a bly isn’t a good
i d e a .

1 0 . Lacks energy; speaks rarely or
in a soft monotone. T h i s , in turn ,
l owe rs the energy level of the
gro u p.

1 1 . Is a passive non-leader - lets
the group get out of hand by
a l l owing respondents to talk end-
l e s s l y, s i multaneously or on tan-
g e n t s , with no attempt to bri n g
them back on track.

1 2 . Does not deal with difficult
respondents who talk over others
or are argumentative / hy p e rc ri t i-
c a l / h o s t i l e, e t c.

1 3 . M a rches through the topic
guide - reading it verbatim to
respondents (staring at the paper,
rather than making eye contact),
m oving on to the next question
rather than following up on
respondent comments.

1 4 . Does little pro b i n g .
• Does not follow up on key

issues (e. g . , asking why a re s p o n-
dent would “ n eve r ” use the client’s
b r a n d ) . One moderator told his
client that he asks the questions on
the guide and thinks about what
the answe rs mean afterwa rd s .

• Uses only basic, b o ring pro b e s
(“What do you mean?”“ A ny t h i n g
else?”) rather than delving deeper.

• Asks the same question the
same way over and over until
respondents protest or lose intere s t .

1 5 . Uses a focus group as a data-
g a t h e ring ve nue (e. g . , a n n o u n c i n g
in the session that “ S eve n t y - f ive

p e rcent of the room thinks x,”
which implies that the group is a
m i n i - s u rvey ) .

1 6 . D resses inappro p riately for
the particular respondents in leve l
of form a l i t y, h i p n e s s / s o p h i s t i c a t i o n ,
s e x i n e s s . Looking strange or supe-
rior to respondents can preve n t
r a p p o rt - bu i l d i n g .

1 7 . S h o rtens the length of depth
i n t e rv i ews over the course of the
d ay, t h e re by short c h a n ging the
c l i e n t .

1 8 . Acts in a we i rd / d i s t r a c t i n g
way (e. g . , using the moderator
chair like a scooter to roll aro u n d
the ro o m ) .

Phase 3: P o s t - i n t e rv i e w
D u ring the post-interv i ew phase,

be wa ry of the QRC who:
1 . L e aves out or fails to addre s s

the client’s objectives in the final
re p o rt / p resentation of findings, a n d
just writes about whatever intere s t s
h i m / h e r.

2 . Submits a poorly wri t t e n
re p o rt that:

• is bori n g / d ry, u n gr a m m a t i c a l ,
u n p ro o f e d , e t c. ;

• is semi-quantitative in style or
s h ows tabl e s / nu m b e rs (“thre e
re s p o n d e n t s ,” “25 percent said”) -
this is qualitative re s e a rc h , n o t
nu m b e rs - c o u n t i n g ;

• presents only what re s p o n d e n t s
said without interp retation and
analysis (what does it really mean?);

• relies on verbatims to tell the
s t o ry, is quote-heavy with little text
to re p o rt / e x p l a i n ;

• lacks analysis of marke t i n g
i m p l i c a t i o n s ;

• recommends naïve, i m p r a c t i c a l
and/or extremely expensive ideas
that conflict with the client’s bu s i-
ness re a l i t i e s .

Talent and training
Based on the examples cited, we
hope you will agree that high-
quality qualitative re s e a rch take s
talent and training. L i ke many
things in life, good qualitative
re s e a rch may (and perhaps should)
look easy, but that doesn’t mean it
i s . A n d , n o, not eve ryone who
“ e n j oys talking with people” c a n
do it; analytical abilities are needed
t h roughout the pro c e s s .The best
q u a l i t a t ive re s e a rch is tru l y
e x p l o r a t o ry, taking advantage of
s e re n d i p i t y, and is not mechanical
or ri gi d .

H ow should a client find and
select the right QRC? The choice
of the QRC is the critical first step
in the pro c e s s . For clients who do
not already have a re s e a rcher they
h ave wo r ked with successfully in
the past, h e re are some suggestions:

• Hire seasoned professionals yo u
t ru s t , a re comfort a ble with and/or
who are recommended by people
whose judgment you tru s t .

• Choose QRCs who are skilled
at qualitative re s e a rch and under-
stand marketing issues.

• Don’t ove rp ay, but re c og n i z e
q u a l i t a t ive re s e a rch is not a com-
m o d i t y, that QRCs are not all
equally good.

• Expect the QRC to be re s p o n-
s i ble for the entire project - wo r k-
ing with you at all stages.

• Expect the QRC to be focused
t h roughout on the true objective s
of the re s e a rc h , t a i l o ring all materi-
als and the interv i ewing appro a c h
to those goals.

• Choose good thinking ove r
n ovelty for its own sake - try new
techniques only if they make sense
for the objectives and you are will-
ing to take the ri s k . |Q


