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MARKET RESEARCH TOOLKIT #7:  
 
Qualitative Research – Practical Advice 
 
Qualitative research doesn’t aim to count or quantify opinions; it aims to gain an understanding of underlying 
reasons and motivations. For example, qualitative research may try to find out how a new concept is 
interpreted when shown to the target audience and suggest how it may be improved. Qualitative research 
provides evidence and the researcher has to interpret this evidence to produce the findings of the research. 
 
Focus groups and depth interviews are the most commonly used types of qualitative methods used in research 
however it may also include ethnography and content analysis. 
 
Group discussions - are useful for gathering insight into the justification for opinions, attitudes or behaviour by 
stimulating and sparking interactive discussion between groups of people. This can help to building up a 
picture of consistency – do the participants have the same justifications for opinions and attitudes or does the 
discussion highlight variations? This debate and discussion is helpful to challenge thinking and explore 
attitudes. Group discussions work best when homogenous i.e. similar age range or similar demographics. If 
there is too wide a range of different participants it can be difficult isolate certain viewpoints. You should hold 
a series of group discussion with different compositions of demographics to understand clearly the views of 
that particular segment.  
 
Depth interviews – There may be times when it is more appropriate for a one-to-one discussion between 
participant and researcher. You may not want a respondent’s viewpoint / opinion or attitude to be influenced 
by others or it may be a sensitive subject matter. Depth interviews are especially useful to gathering individual 
initial reactions. It may also be appropriate if you have to gather stakeholders or partner organisation views 
and have to visit them to do so. 
 
The discussion guide – A discussion guide is a plan of what is going to be discussed during the research. 
Without a discussion guide the research runs the risk of running out of time, of failing to cover all the 
necessary topics. Depending on the nature of the research objectives will determine how structured the 
discussion guide will be. It may be necessary to ask questions in a structured way or it may be that you wish to 
cover a series of topic rather than specific questions. It should also have flexibility (unlike a quantitative 
questionnaire), to allow you to follow up in detail on comments made by a respondent, and then allow you to 
return to the predetermined questions. 
 
The role of the researcher - The main role of the researcher is to moderate the discussion between 
participants, may it be one-on-one depth interviews or focus groups. To ensure you capture the words of the 
individual it is standard to record the discussions with a voice-recorder (ensure you have sufficient battery life 
/ space for the whole recording). This will ensure you do not have to spend time taking notes and can 
therefore concentrate on the conversations. 
Care is required not to influence the session with your personal views, desires or plans, and you must be 
neutral ensuring that you don’t ‘correct’ any misconceptions during the discussion. 
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The moderator has to ensure that every participant is encouraged to contribute to the discussion, and that 
dominant personalities don’t influence the groups contribution. 
 
Analysing - When the narrative is being created, the researcher should check that everything they are claiming 
can be supported by something evidenced in the data. Whilst not everything in the data should be in the 
narrative, everything in the narrative should be supported by something in the data. 
If the researcher believes something to be true and important, but they cannot support it from the data, they 
should seek to introduce it to the research, in order to elicit evidence.  
 
Ensure when you are analysing the captured data that you are summarising the ‘story’ and any material you 
use i.e. video clips or quotes inform the research story and help encapsulate the attitudes, viewpoints, 
opinions and behaviour. 
 

How many people should be in a group discussion? 
 
The ideal number of participants in a group is discussion is around 7 or 8. If there are too many people in a 
group often individuals will begin conversations amongst themselves making it difficult to capture the 
conversations. Smaller sessions can be appropriate for niche issues. Interviews with ‘Friendship pairs’ or 
‘Partners’ can also be appropriate for issues of a joint nature. 

 

Question types 
 
Direct – “What do you think about?” Why do you say that?” 
Reflective – “What do you think other people would say about that?” 
Widening Discussion – “Does anyone agree or disagree with that point?” 
Personification – “Describe brand / organisation as an animal” 
Thought bubbles – “What do you think this person is thinking?”  
 
This toolkit is part of series, please see: 
 
Toolkit #1: Introduction to Market Research 
Toolkit #2: Qualitative of Quantitative? 
Toolkit #3: Online & Web-based Surveys 
Toolkit #4: Online Focus Groups & interviews 
Toolkit #5: Survey Design – Top Tips 
Toolkit #6: Types of Questions 
Toolkit #7: Qualitative Research: Practical Advice 
 

This toolkit was prepared by Wild Heather Digital Research. WHDR uses the latest technology to deliver primary 

research insights to organisations. We offer online quantitative and online qualitative research services, including the 

development and use of panels, and broad based consultation programmes in addition to online group discussions, 

depth interviews and online surveys.  

 

 
 

 

 
 
 


