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Foreword


The world is changing faster and faster, and we cannot begin to imagine the changes that will take place over this century. Whatever happens, however, we do know that technology will play a major role in the rapid process of transformation.


In the world of marketing, the media ecosystem is growing ever more complex. What happens at point of sale is an increasingly important part of brand success, how products are distributed is undergoing major change, and developments in technology will directly impact manufacturers, service companies, markets and consumers.


As a result, new market research needs are emerging, and as researchers, we need to be able to offer our clients new approaches that better answer their questions. Many of those answers will come from qualitative research.


In this book we describe the qualitative techniques we have developed to answer the business and marketing questions of today’s marketers, advertisers and sales personnel in both multinational and local companies. We discuss both how ethnography is being successfully applied to solve marketing problems, and developments in digital qualitative research.


This book centres on offering practical ideas and answers to many key modern marketing questions. It can be read from cover to cover, or a reader can go straight to the chapter of interest. We have included four international qualitative studies sponsored by Millward Brown, together with ten qualitative studies undertaken at a local level for major clients.


I hope you enjoy the book, and above all that you find it useful in helping to answer the types of question that often crop up in your day-to-day work.


PEPE MARTÍNEZ


Head of Client Service
Millward Brown Spain




Preface (or the proof that furry fish exist)


You only have to look at the index of Qualitology to realize that this is an excellent book about qualitative research. It is a valuable tool for professionals responsible for projects and studies, both national and international. An experienced reader will appreciate the uniqueness of this initiative. It is a bit like trying to catch a fish covered in soft spongy fur. Why is it so hard to find a good book about qualitative research? How has Pepe Martínez managed to compile such a book? It is useful to reflect on these two questions: if we get the answers right, we will be closer to the essence of qualitative studies, a fascinating side of social and marketing research.


First, no one who has worked in the field of marketing can doubt that qualitative research is more of an art than a science. With this idea in mind, we could do a wonderful study of, for example, the art works of Wassily Kandinsky. It sounds simple, but the very idea of writing a practical book on How to Paint like Kandinsky, or more generally a book on How to Paint like the Great Painters, sounds absurd. As with true artistic creation, qualitative research cannot be learned by just reading a book. It is something that has to be worked at over many years, using the researcher’s innate talent and by watching the experts.


This book is full of practical information, and it is this practical approach that makes its content outstanding. The detailed case studies bring the practical information to life. And the book contains just the right amount of theory for us to understand how that theory is put into practice. The results of studies undertaken by some of the best qualitative researchers around enable researchers with less experience to learn from the experts, while those with more experience will be able to use Qualitology as an opportunity to reflect on their current working style and refine their professional skills.


Second, acquiring qualitative research skills is a little like learning a language: we can learn Swahili, Mandarin or Czech, but we cannot learn ‘language in itself’, because it does not exist. Although we can use the similarities between related languages to more quickly learn one language in a group if we already speak another, this doesn’t help us if, for example we can speak fluent Hungarian and want to learn Portuguese, since these languages have different roots.


Qualitative research takes different forms in different countries and cultures. A Polish moderator in a focus group in Warsaw will have to work hard to guide his respondents who are likely to be talkative and energetic and want to talk about everything they can think of on the topic under discussion. His counterpart in Frankfurt will have to work equally hard, but in this instance to get German consumers to express their opinions or involve themselves in the task at all.


If every culture is different and the type of research we have to conduct is different in each country, is it possible to even imagine writing a book about qualitative research? Pepe Martínez knows qualitative research well. He has been conducting studies in the Spanish market for 25 years, and has conducted many international projects. For four years he was Millward Brown’s Qualitative Research Director for Europe, which explains why his book is based on experience accumulated in so many different markets.


This publication provides a fascinating overview of the different approaches used in qualitative research, and it is proof of the success of Millward Brown’s policy of expanding qualitative research into the main markets of the world.


Third, university professors who teach market research usually have little practical contact with qualitative studies. Researchers, on the other hand, spend most of their time moderating groups and conducting interviews, undertaking complex analyses and working in consultancy services, which leaves them little time to teach or to write about their knowledge and experience. The available books on qualitative research are usually written by theoreticians who are a long way away from being qualitative gurus. Most do not reflect the open, deep, expert, practical and useful approach that those qualitative researchers working for Millward Brown have to offer nor do they reflect the experience and the knowledge of the professional market researchers working for our clients.


Pepe Martínez is one of the few really outstanding individuals in the world of qualitative research who are able to combine theory with the practice of everyday research. This ability clearly separates him from authors of academic treatises. This may be the reason why this book is so vibrant and full of character, and why, as well as describing classical research methods, it also describes some of the most innovative and cutting-edge techniques.


I have known Pepe Martínez for a long time. We work together and I am proud to call him my friend. I know how much time he spends working, so I do not have the slightest idea how he found the time to write this excellent book.


Nor, to be honest, do I have the slightest idea of how to catch a furry fish.


KRZYSZTOF B. KRUSZEWSKI


Qualitative Research Director


Millward Brown Continental Europe,


the Middle East and North Africa
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THE GENETIC CODE OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH
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Qualitative or quantitative?
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The market is a highly complex reality


The aim of qualitative research is almost always to understand a relationship between two elements: the consumer and the market, in the sense of a category, brand, product, service, advertising campaign, pack or label, or psychosociological phenomenon. It is almost impossible to cover fully all the aspects of research because there are so many: external reality, different markets, the internal reality of consumers, psychological and social factors and so on. Consumer markets are universes influenced by many factors and with multiple meanings.


So we never have complete knowledge about a category or brand, and in qualitative research the process of interpreting information never comes to an end. It is always possible to reach a deeper level.


We need methodological pluralism


The methodological research toolbox includes qualitative research, ‘ad hoc’ quantitative research and standardized quantitative products. It is very effective, but also limited: each tool has blind spots. To get a true picture of the market, our vision must centre on a combination of approaches (methodological pluralism) and/or use information from different sources (data and knowledge integration).


Triangulation is the technical term for combining different sources of information, techniques, methodologies, researchers, teams of experts, disciplines and theoretical frameworks in a single study. This enables us to understand the topic as fully as possible.


‘Qual’ or ‘quant’? Both


Quantitative research




• It is used more commonly than qualitative in company market research departments.


• It typically uses structured or semi-structured questionnaires, which obtain information from the conscious or preconscious mind. The unconscious level is secondary. There is no free discourse by respondents; they answer what they are asked.


• Sampling is used: the data obtained refer to a defined segment of the population.


• The results are expressed numerically, allowing us to measure and quantify. This provides a sense of security – our guarantee we can believe the results.


• It tends to be descriptive. Different variables are measured, and we can use the results to seek explanations.


• It uses scientific procedures from mathematics (statistics and data analysis).




Qualitative research




• It is based on the richness of words and the potential of language. Its resources come from free discourse, an adaptation of the free association discovered by Freud* in the context of clinical psychology.


• Typically fewer people are consulted, so we can delve deeper.


• Techniques such as focus groups and in-depth interviews allow us to connect with the conscious, preconscious and importantly, the unconscious.


• It aims at understanding rather than description, which suits the complexity of the many factors that influence the consumer–brand relationship. Psychosocial reality is highly complex, and qualitative models get closer to it.


• It uses procedures from social sciences such as psychology, psychoanalysis, sociology, anthropology, psycholinguistics and semiotics.




COMPARES ASPECTS OF QUALITATIVE AND QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH, SO DIFFERENT AND YET SO COMPLEMENTARY





	

Quantitative


	

Qualitative





	

Origins: mathematics (statistics) and the natural sciences


	

 Origins: human and social sciences





	

Paradigm: positivism


	

Paradigms: constructivism, phenomenology, hermeneutics





	

The power and security of numbers


	

The richness of language





	

Measurement, description and explanation


	

 Comprehension





	

The hypothetic-deductive method


	

Induction and intuition





	

Extension and amount


	

Depth, intensity and density





	

The nomothetic approach (many cases)


	

 The ideographic approach (few cases)





	

Description


	

Reflection





	

A non-holistic approach


	

A holistic approach





	

Macrosociology


	

Microsociology





	

Society and the market


	

Individuals and consumers





	

Structures


	

Processes





	

‘Objective’ reality (physical facts)


	

Social and cultural reality





	

Social facts


	

Social phenomena





	

Denotation


	

Connotation





	

Objective


	

Subjective





	

Static


	

Dynamic





	

Standardized and closed


	

Flexible and open





	

Sometimes termed the ‘hard’ approach


	

 Sometimes termed the ‘soft’ approach





	

Works at the manifest level of consumers


	

 Seeks the latent level of consumers





	

Concentrates on the conscious and pre-conscious


	

 Seeks the unconscious





	

Main quality indicators:


• validity (internal and external)


• generalizability/representativity


• reliability


• objectivity


	

Main quality indicators


• trustworthiness


• credibility


• transferability


• confirmability







Summary and conclusions




• The market research objective is to find the relationship between consumers and a product category, brand, specific product, service, advertisement, pack or a label, and so on.


• We cannot determine the true state of the market using a single technique, since every tool has blind spots.


• Methodological pluralism attempts to integrate information from different sources and combine qualitative and quantitative techniques to gain a better understanding.


• The arts represent the qualitative, the richness of words, the chains of association in free discourse and the power of interpretation.


• The sciences represent the quantitative, the power of numbers to persuade, the security offered by the figures and robust statistical analysis.
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The pillars of qualitative research
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Introduction


Qualitative research works well as an independent approach, but as noted in chapter 1, the ideal is to combine qualitative and quantitative methodologies depending on the needs of a project.


Words as a tool for working


The linguistic and social aspects of human life are key to qualitative research. It essentially centres on the proper interpretation of consumer discourse, which includes language, non-verbal communication and behaviour.


As the main link between a person’s internal world (their thoughts and feelings) and their external world (of action), language brings us into contact with thought (representations), feelings (the world of emotions), expectations (desires and motivations), memory (significant memories, experience and learning), habits and attitudes. All this takes place at both conscious and unconscious levels. Qualitative researchers analyse the language of individuals (free discourse), their non-verbal communication (gestures, expressions and body language) and their behaviour (actions).


The next figure summarizes the role of language.


[image: ]


From language to free association


Slow progress has been made throughout history in understanding the key elements of human thought and feeling, but it was in the 19th century that psychology developed as a discipline, and contemporary thinkers focused on the structure and working of the human mind. Wilhelm Wundt* is considered as the father of experimental psychology, and Emil Kraepelin* and Gustav Aschaffenburg* developed the ideas of associationism. Within the Zurich School, Eugene Bleuler* and Carl Gustav Jung* stand out. Jung started to study free association in the early 20th century, before he met Sigmund Freud*, and used the word association test developed by Francis Galton*. He realized this made it possible to discover constellations of emotionally charged ideas centred on a theme (in his terms, a complex). This is exactly what qualitative researchers look for now: constellations of emotionally charged ideas which centre on, for example a brand, product, service, advertisement, pack or logo.


Free association, which in qualitative research we call free spontaneous discourse, is a very powerful tool, like a microscope that allows us to see into the psychological reality of the individual. It helps us discover people’s ‘true’ thoughts, feelings, desires, attitudes and motives. In it we find a mix of the conscious, preconscious and unconscious, worlds the qualitative technician has to analyse, understand, weigh and interpret.


Free and spontaneous discourse


Freud* wrote:




‘One more thing, before you start. In one respect your account has to differ from an ordinary conversation. While in the latter you try to keep to the subject while you talk, and reject all disturbing ideas and collateral thoughts, so that you do not wander, as they say, here you must act in a different way. You will observe during your account that different thoughts will come to mind that you would prefer to reject, with certain critical objections. You will have the temptation to say to yourself: this or that is irrelevant, or it is not important at all, or that it is ludicrous and therefore does not need to be mentioned. Never obey this criticism; say things in spite of it, and even exactly because you have noticed your reluctance to do so. Later on you will know and understand the reason for this rule – the only one, in fact, that you must obey. Say, then, everything that comes to mind. Behave, for example, like a traveller sitting in the train next to the window who describes for his neighbour on the corridor side how the landscape changes as he watches. Lastly, never forget that you have promised to be completely sincere, and never omit anything with the pretext that for any reason you find it unpleasant to express it.’




Although it is many years since this was written, for a different field of application, Freud’s advice applies perfectly to current qualitative approaches. The aim is to encourage consumers to tell us everything that occurs to them about the topic (for example, toothpaste, a cologne or a perfume). We look to find out about brands, products, purchasing habits, the reasons people buy or do not something, the variables that influence them when shopping and so on.


Consumers normally begin their free discourse with the most conscious aspects of the topic. The information from these first moments tends to be superficial and rational; it is often known or predictable. In this first stage, discourse is at a conscious and preconscious level. (Conscious material is nothing other than preconscious representations illuminated by the focus of attention.) But the free discourse tool, with its chains of associations, allows us to gradually gain access to a more unconscious level. Consumers do not realize this information is emerging. This is how the process of qualitative research develops: from the conscious and rational levels of the consumer’s personality to the latent, unconscious level.


The general aim is to examine the nature of the relationship consumers have with (for instance) a certain brand. We aim to discover what it means for its consumers: for example, why they prefer one brand of mineral water to another. In qualitative research we analyse how the brand connects with consumers: how it communicates through its advertising, pack and logo, and so on.


Children tend to express their desires in a way that is open, direct, natural, transparent and spontaneous. They are clear and direct about what they want and what they reject. But adult expressions have been moulded by the process of socialization. Their desires and dislikes, what they find pleasant or unpleasant, their motivations, barriers and symbols are protected by rationalizations. To access the motivational level, qualitative investigators have to break through this barrier. To do this, they rewind the process by which individuals are socialized. They progress from the outside to the inside; from what is manifest to what is latent, penetrating below the rational level to reach the level of the emotions.


There are two levels in free discourse:




• The manifest level corresponds to all the conscious and preconscious information people supply.


• The latent level is made up of the attitudes, motivations and barriers that explain their comments and behaviour.




In general, qualitative researchers operate at the latent level. Because of the richness of language and the power of free discourse, they need interpretation to gain an in-depth understanding of how consumers respond to a topic. Qualitative research uses the power of language, the strength of words. When consumers talk freely about a topic, this qualitative discourse represents the relationship established at a social level between them and the item.


The phases of qualitative research


The next figure shows the steps that must be followed in qualitative research:


[image: ]


First, the client (for instance, a manufacturer or a service company) briefs the research company, outlining a problem it needs an answer to. This research brief typically includes information about the product, the market, the marketing problem, the objective, the target group and the research budget.


The second phase is the research proposal, which the research company prepares for the client. This includes the objectives, methodology, budget and timeline.


Once the client has given the go-ahead, the third stage begins: the preparation of the recruitment questionnaire, used to select individuals who meet the required sample characteristics. The next phase is the actual recruitment of respondents.


The fifth stage is the preparation of a discussion guide or moderation plan for the groups or interviews. This outlines the structure and order of the topics to be covered (data gathering). It is flexible because it is important to follow the order of the consumers’ free discourse. It is important to move from general subjects to more specific and concrete ones, and from spontaneous to prompted conversation.


The next step is to conduct the fieldwork. This usually involves focus groups, in-depth interviews or variations of these. In this phase of the research it is highly important to listen to consumers.


The seventh phase is the analysis and interpretation of the information. First, each research professional involved in the study (usually psychologists or sociologists) prepares their hypotheses about the problem. The team then meet to compare points of view and reach specific conclusions and recommendations. This avoids the risk of subjectivity, and is the equivalent of a medical team studying a patient’s case.


The penultimate step is the preparation of the report, which is often done in PowerPoint format. Finally, the findings are presented at a meeting with the client (a debriefing).


Qualitative techniques


In the next few chapters we look in depth at focus groups, in-depth interviews, projective and creative techniques.


The most widely used qualitative research technique is currently focus groups. Groups offer very rich information and make it possible to obtain results in a shorter time than using one-to-one interviews, although these have benefits particularly for in-depth research. Ethnographic interviews are a particularly popular type. Clients want to know what is happening in the places and at the times when people shop and consume products and services.


Free and spontaneous discourse in groups and interviews is the resource that qualitative technicians use most often. Projective techniques are the second most commonly used resource. Creative techniques are used less often. With free discourse we move within the rational and motivational levels of consumer personality. Projective techniques allow us to reach emotional and symbolic levels. Finally, with creative techniques we move into the imaginary level.


Each qualitative study is tailor-made


The qualitative researcher’s job is exciting but difficult. There is no standardization: each study is specially tailored and every one is different. There are no magic formulae, no sure methods. Qualitative research demands that researchers be creative.


Qualitative research involves both action and reflection. It can be applied to many situations, problems and categories. It is used to study all of the elements of the marketing-mix for a brand, product or service. The main types of qualitative studies are:




• Category studies: basic studies (for example, on ice cream for home consumption) and studies on consumer needs within a category, to detect possible market niches that have yet to be identified.


• Conceptual studies: concept screening (testing multiple alternative product concepts and applying an initial screening filter to reject the ones that lack potential), concept tests (to determine the potential of a new product concept), and studies to develop a new product concept (this consists of several consecutive phases to identify opportunities and develop a new concept).


• Studies for the creation of names and brands, to develop a logo and to test names, brands and logos.


• Studies on brand image: brand equity, health and repositioning.


• Advertising studies: the development of an advertising concept, pre-tests (the creative concept, story board, animatic and finished advertisement), post-tests, usability of a web page. Advertising testing in smaller media (radio, print media and so on).


• Pack studies: tests on packs and labels, and creative studies on the creation of a new pack.


• Studies on promotions: tests on promotions and creative studies on the development of new promotional ideas.


• Prospective studies: creative research to detect market niches and opportunities for the development of new products, together with creative studies for the development of a brand (future scenarios).




Different views of the market and consumers


There are three levels of analysis in qualitative studies derived from psychosociology: macro-groups, micro-groups and individuals.


The macro-group concept is broad, abstract and distant – it provides an overview. This is the level of external reality, society, culture, the market, consumers in general, sociology: the macrosociological level.


When analysing the individual, we deal with a small, tangible, close reality. Here, we are in the terrain of psychology.


The micro-group falls between the macro-group and the individual. It combines microsociology, social psychology and the theory of groups.


In an ‘up-down’ model the macro-group is highly important. From this viewpoint there is a global framework of cultural and social structures which generates a cascade of attitudes. The micro-group also communicates social trends and fashions from higher levels to individuals. In contrast, in a ‘down-up’ model what is really important are individual preferences and interests. The activity of individual subjects gives structure to the social world, forming and constructing it. Social transformation occurs at the level of the micro-group and social reality is constructed upwards. From this point of view, each part plays its role in the formation of the whole.


The following figure exemplifies these two different ways of understanding the working of society and culture.


[image: ]


The sociology of the macro-group is best studied using quantitative research, which can handle large samples. At the level of the micro-group (social psychology), we use qualitative studies based on focus groups. We also use qualitative research – in the form of in-depth interviews – to study single individuals (psychology). The next figure shows these different options:
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These three levels of analysis provide very different views of the market and consumers. Structuralism underscores the importance of the macro-group, society and social structures. In contrast, methodological individualism investigates particular subjects. At the intermediate point we have symbolic interactionism and ethnomethodology.


Structuralism


The forerunners of the structuralist approach are Auguste Comte* and Emile Durkheim*, but it really began with linguist Ferdinand de Saussure*, and spread from linguistic structuralism to other disciplines such as anthropology, psychoanalysis and semiotics. Other major figures are Claude Levi-Strauss*, Louis Althusser*, Michel Foucault*, Jacques Lacan*, Roland Barthes* and Jacques Derrida*.


The starting point of structuralism is social structures and facts. The aim of the market researcher is to find the latent deep structure that explains all social facts. The superficial structure is mere appearance, while the latent structure is the driving force for social and cultural life.


Structuralists believe that social structures generate the representations, feelings, attitudes and individual behaviour of consumers; in other words, that specific subjects are conditioned by the structure. This is an extreme viewpoint, one that proclaims the destruction of the individual consumer. The subject is a puppet moved by the strings of the system, and has no value in itself. It is not worth the effort to study it individually.


Symbolic interactionism


Symbolic interactionism derives from the work of sociologists Max Weber* and the Chicago School’s George H. Mead*. Its starting point is the individual, whose social life is constructed on the basis of a constant exchange of symbols (with their corresponding meanings), although it also emphasizes social exchange. Market reality is made up of exchanges of symbols by consumers. Consumer behaviour depends chiefly on the meanings they attribute to, for example, products, services, brands, advertising campaigns, packs, logos and web pages.


This approach is eminently qualitative, based on the interaction of individuals and groups. It uses participating observation, interviewing and document content analysis to capture the meaning of the symbols in an interrelationship.


Ethnomethodology


The founder of this view of social reality and the individuals of which it is composed was Harold Garfinkel* in the 1960s. His starting point was the interactions between people, and he saw reality and social phenomena as born of the interrelationships between subjects. This means that the reality of the market and consumption phenomena are the result of interactions between consumers. Here we are at the level of the micro-group.


Ethnomethodology places almost all its emphasis on the practical meaning and rational dimension of human beings. Its normal methods are interviews, the ethnographic approach and researcher interaction with social groups. This approach is interpretive.


Methodological individualism


This is the opposite view to structuralism: that nothing exists apart from the individuals within a culture or society. There are no social structures as such, and social phenomena are the sum of individual subjects. Each individual is driven by their own interests and motivations, which is what researchers must study. The emphasis is on psychology. The most important antecedent is the behavioural psychology of John Watson*. This is a very mechanical view of society and culture.


The in-depth interview is the related qualitative research technique, because it allows us to examine individuals in depth, studying their thoughts, feelings, attitudes, motivations, barriers, remarks and behaviour.


Viva eclecticism!


These models and approaches offer interesting views of social reality. But at the same time, they are often extreme views that would lead to reductionism. In qualitative market research we tend to have an eclectic and inclusive philosophy, in which we take the best from each. This is not a simplistic type of eclecticism in which anything goes, but rather constructive positive eclecticism, in which we take the best model to explain each set of information.


Individuals, groups and social structures exist, and each one plays a role in the construction of society and culture. The market influences consumers. The products and brands launched by manufacturers condition the purchasing and consumption habits of individuals. The up-down model works. However, the tastes, interests and behaviour of consumers also influence the current market for goods and services, so the down-up model functions too. There is therefore an interplay between individual vectors and social phenomena. When a brand starts to be successful among a few people, then suddenly more and more people become interested in it, we move to a higher level: it is then that the brand becomes a social phenomenon and its success is exponential.


Paradigm shift


Important changes in market research occurred throughout the last century. These included a paradigm shift from a more positivist view of the market and consumers to a more constructivist approach. Quantitative research is closer to the positivist paradigm, that:




• There is an ‘objective’ external reality.


• Social facts exist.


• Data and information obtained are objective in nature.


• It is necessary to get as close as possible to scientific method.


• Researchers should distance themselves as far as they can from the object under study.


• It is necessary to seek a kind of final truth, which is hidden and must be found.




Qualitative research is closer to the constructivist paradigm, that:




• The most important thing is not external reality, but rather the internal reality of individuals. Consumers are motivated by their own perceptions and representations of the market.


• Social phenomena and processes are more important than facts.


• The information that is relevant and meaningful stems from the subjective world of consumers.


• A naturalist view is taken of the market and consumers.


• The researcher is within the same context as the object being studied; they are also part of the consumption market, and this must be acknowledged, since it cannot be changed.


• We live in a constant process in which social realities are constructed. Many different versions are possible, and there is no ultimate truth. Each consumer has their own truth, and their views of brands will derive from their personal experience of them.




Summary and conclusions




• Qualitative research uses words as its working tools. It centres on the proper interpretation of what consumers say, think, feel and do.


• Qualitative researchers seek constellations of emotionally charged ideas that centre on for example a brand, product, service, advertisement, pack, label or logo.


• The phases in qualitative research are briefing, proposal, recruitment screening questionnaire, recruitment, discussion guide, fieldwork, analysis, report and presentation (debrief).


• The work of a qualitative researcher is exciting but difficult. Each study is individually designed. This methodology has virtually unlimited applications.


• Up-down models of the market and consumers emphasize the importance of the macro-group (society, the market or culture), while down-up models concentrate on the individual (the subject, the consumer). The micro-group (social psychology) occupies an intermediate position.


• The market research philosophy is eclectic, inclusive and constructive. It uses models derived from, for example, psychology, psychoanalysis, sociology (symbolic interactionism, ethnomethodology, methodological individualism)...


• Major changes occurred throughout the last century in market research, including the paradigm shift from a more positivist view of the market and consumers (quantitative research), to a more constructivist approach (qualitative research).
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Focus groups


PEPE MARTÍNEZ





Introduction


Focus groups are micro-groups which represent a macro-group or a segment of social reality. Respondents are able to interact and put forward different points of view. Well-moderated groups with a good sample provide us with a large amount of high-quality information.


In focus groups the whole dominates each part. The group prevails over the individual. The social level (sociology) stands out from the individual level (psychology). It is very important for the moderator to take group phenomena into account, as well as the need to balance the viewpoint of the group as a whole with that of each member.


The principal elements of a focus group


When organizing a focus group five factors must be taken into account.


First is the moderator: the person who controls the group, guiding respondents to undertake the task required. Moderators must know how to create a good working atmosphere in the group, in which the different respondents take part freely and spontaneously. Their mission is to listen to and understand the respondents.


Today, we usually work with seven or eight respondents. In the past we worked with 9, 10, 11 or even 12, but we have found that a group of seven to eight allows each respondent to interact with all others. For professionals such as doctors, we may reduce the number to five or six: they represent a smaller and more uniform universe, and each one will need more time to talk in depth about professional matters.


The third element is the task: for respondents to talk about the topic in a free and spontaneous way, in as much depth and with as much detail as possible.


It is important that the space used is suitable for undertaking the task effectively and comfortably. A circle of chairs around a low, small table helps to create an informal relaxed atmosphere and aids interaction.


The final variable is time, which determines the type of relationship that can be established between the respondents and moderator. Most groups last two hours but extended groups (typically from three to four hours) are used when the subject is very broad and deep, or it is necessary to use projective or creative techniques.


An average qualitative study comprises four to six groups, but small studies may involve two or three, and there are also larger studies (more than six groups).


The advantages of focus groups


This is the most popular technique in qualitative research, mostly because of the richness of its profile:




• A properly selected micro-group represents the discourse of a segment of the population (a social macro-group).


• Focus groups allow us to obtain a large amount of data, or a good number of ideas about a problem, in a short period of time.


• Different points of view are aired, and most importantly, respondents interact. The individual (psychological) dimension is combined with a social (sociological) one.


• The technique has great diagnostic power. If, for example, we show a group of consumers a television advertisement, they can evaluate it in depth.


• Focus groups need less time than in-depth interviews, so they fit better into clients’ schedules.




The disadvantages of focus groups


The main disadvantage is the influence of the group structure and the group dynamic on the output. The moderator has to concentrate on the dynamic and ensure that it is correct and allows all relevant information to surface. Moderators must be highly attentive to issues such as leadership, and ensure that all the respondents take part. They must be committed to the group and ensure there is a depth of discourse.


It is not possible to go as deeply into the point of view of each respondent as it is in an in-depth interview. As a result, sociological factors predominate over psychological ones.


The key factors in good moderation


Each focus group is different. Regardless of how many groups they have moderated, a good moderator will feel uncertain at the start: they do not know what is going to happen, or what type of information will emerge.


In 2005 I asked my Millward Brown colleagues about the key factors in good moderation. I received feedback from 32 senior researchers, all with much experience in moderating, organizing and hosting focus groups, in 10 countries across three continents: Germany, Spain, France, the Netherlands, Italy, Poland, the United Kingdom, the United States, Mexico and China. I thank them all. Their input led to what I have called the Ten Commandments of Moderating, which are grouped into six areas in the next figure.


[image: ]


The moderador




1. Moderators must be in touch with themselves and their feelings.


2. They must be flexible and creative.


3. They must enjoy moderating.




The respondents




4. The moderator must connect with and listen to the respondents.


5. Target groups must be recruited carefully.





The atmosphere




6. Create a democratic atmosphere that encourages participation.





The group dynamic




7. Moderators must know how to ‘read’ the pace of the group.





The task




8. Concentrate on the task.


9. Always keep the core objectives of the research in mind.





The client




10. Listen to the client before the group session then forget about them while moderating the group.





Here are some comments about the key issues in relation to the moderator:




‘It is important for the moderator to listen to themself and ask themself: How do I feel right now? What mood am I in?’


‘When you are going to moderate a group you have to feel curiosity, want to explore and find out.’


‘Only use those techniques you feel comfortable with: for example, in the area of projective techniques.’


‘Be flexible.’


‘Know how to improvise, be creative.’


‘Don’t get stressed out, be relaxed and organize yourself.’


‘Be happy and have a sense of humour.’


‘Be yourself!’


‘It’s important that it is a rewarding experience for the moderator and the respondents.’


‘Don’t worry about joking and displaying your personality. Naturally, this is up to a certain point, and without being dominating – this makes the discussion more natural. Respondents then share their opinions and personal experiences in a more relaxed atmosphere. They prefer talking to a ‘normal’ person, rather than with an intellectual professional.’




Here are some of the things my colleagues said to me about the importance of the respondent in the group setting:
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