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Introduction 
Market research comes in many varieties, but probably the most common distinction that 
people refer to is between qualitative and quantitative research methods. Both approaches 
represent an array of techniques. A key distinction is between understanding (qualitative) and 
measurement (quantitative). Qualitative research studies are never aimed to quantify, and 
don’t employ statistics (ever), but instead foster understanding and insight. Quantitative 
research methods always measure or quantify something, like segment sizes, brand awareness, 
purchase or voting intention, etc. 
 
I will follow up with a few concrete examples shortly, but let’s begin by laying down how 
qualitative and quantitative research are typically used. Qualitative research is often 
exploratory in nature. The purpose is to find out why people feel and think some way, and to 
that end we pursue in-depth exploration of what people feel and do, and why. Sample sizes 
tend to be very small, certainly compared to typical quantitative research studies. Qualitative 
approaches can help shed some light on those research questions, especially when behavior in 
some domain is imperfectly understood.  
 
Quantitative research, on the other hand, aims to determine how many people feel or behave a 
certain way. Sample sizes are typically large, as large as is economically feasible. You mostly 
work on the assumption that your survey sample is a representative (random) subset of the 
larger population you want to draw inferences about. Election polling, for instance, works on 
the assumption that those you have interviewed reflect the general electorate. Statistics on 
sample variability allow you to state a confidence interval for your findings.  
 
When you have a need for information about the market, both can be useful, albeit for very 
different reasons. Often they can be used in conjunction, for instance when you run focus 
groups (a qualitative method) to surface vocabulary and general interests, and then use that 
first stage to frame your survey questions using language that is familiar for the research 
population. As an example, airlines are used to talking about budget airfares and fair basis 
codes, when most consumers merely refer to cheap tickets! By ensuring your user base 
understands and interprets the questions properly, research validity improves.  
 
 
Qualitative research 
In qualitative research, for the most part semi-structured interviews or discussion guides are 
employed to “steer” the interaction to the topics of interest. Focus groups, and to a lesser 
extent in-depth interviews (one-on-one), are the most commonly used methods. 
Anthropological research, all kinds of diary recordings, and participant observation can also be 
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grouped under qualitative methods, but focus groups are the bread and butter of qualitative 
research. The reason for using groups rather than individual interviews has to do mostly with 
scale: you typically capture the opinion of 6-10 people in a 1,5-2 hour group session. To gather 
the equivalent amount of information in individual interviews would take considerably longer. 
Cost isn’t necessarily the overriding concern here. A large part of the value of qualitative 
research comes from the ‘customer’, the business stakeholder commissioning the research, 
being able to observe the actual dialogues in real-time. Their availability is often a bottleneck to 
gaining maximum value from this kind of research. Recently, online focus groups are also 
gaining popularity. 
 
Contrary to what many people think, qualitative research does employ empirical design, and 
that design is crucial for arriving at useful and compelling outcomes. Designing a qualitative 
study can be even harder than the advanced statistics associated with quantitative methods. 
Design for qualitative studies follows positivistic scientific methods. You design the 
experimental control that you want to learn about into your research approach. For example: 
suppose you wonder if men think different about something from women? Then run groups 
with men, and run groups with women, and see how the findings in those two groups differ, 
etc. 
 
I cannot emphasize enough how important it is to have key stakeholders of qualitative research 
results physically present at the research site. Seeing with your own eyes how focus group 
participants respond to a product concept can be remarkably illuminating. It may be somewhat 
confronting, too, at times. If customers are less than delighted with the fruits of your labor, this 
reality becomes impossible to deny when you see real consumers interact with a product 
concept. Also, the discussion these observations tend to spark can be truly transformative.  
 
When multiple stakeholders are present during qualitative research, good (“outside”) 
facilitation in the observation room is a critical success factor. Even with high fidelity remote 
video monitoring, the experience of being physically present, versus remote observation, is not 
at all the same. I compare it with the difference between the immersive experience of sitting in 
a movie theater (where you can’t move, nor make any sound), compared to displaying the 
same movie on your TV screen at home – very different experience.  
 
Although qualitative research may also generate “reports”, those reports don’t have anything 
like the same effect as seeing the research take place in front of your own eyes. Sometimes 
qualitative projects output short movies with fragments and highlights of the sessions, if they 
were recorded on video. Those clips can trigger new perspectives. But besides being not nearly 
as “real-time”, they are also less impactful, just as a function of the medium. Video productions 
are obviously edited and censured, so it becomes ‘mentally’ much easier for viewers to discard 
outcomes, or not take the results very seriously.  
 
Qualitative research is usually transcribed for further analysis by the researchers. Especially 
when the experimental design is complicated, involving multiple levels (more than two 
categories) and statistical interactions (e.g.: M/F*rural/urban), being able to defer some of the 
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analysis can be useful. It can also surface additional insights. If a report gets written, you can 
insert verbatim quotes by participants – which is powerful. When you try to illustrate the 
differences that were observed between strata (like men versus women in the previous 
example, but this could be any relevant way to slice up the market), making the distinctions 
explicit and tangible with real-life quotes is very illuminating.   
 
 
Quantitative research 
Structured survey instruments are the hallmark of quantitative research. These tend to be 
(mostly) closed questions. Anytime respondents can answer in free form, a second phase of 
post-processing is required to recode the answers into categories for reporting on. If at all 
possible, avoid open questions. Any free text needs to be recoded, first, before you can create 
reports. That kind of work does not scale very well, and tends to encumber the pre-processing 
phase of analysis. Open questions fit in with exploratory research objectives, and typically 
(quantitative) surveys are not so well suited for that. 
 
In the past, paper and pencil were often used for quantitative research. Nowadays, mostly 
online (web or email) or telephone surveys are used. An important reason for this is cost. 
Another, maybe even more important reason is faster turnaround time for fieldwork (data 
gathering). Especially when the analysis execution of a research project can be determined 
beforehand, streamlining the fieldwork will have a big impact on the start-to-finish completion 
time. Results are always more valuable sooner rather than later, so planning for this contributes 
greatly to success and value from research.  
 
Depending on the nature of the questions (are you only using closed questions?), and the type 
of research, time needs to be reserved in the project planning for going over the results 
repeatedly and doing additional in-depth analysis. Sometimes a distinction between 
exploratory and conclusive research is made to highlight the iterative nature of analysis. The 
latter may also be called confirmatory research. Especially for exploratory studies, insight 
cannot be forced nor rushed, and then the analysis and reporting phase may easily take up 
several weeks. All else being equal, for these reasons quantitative research usually takes a little 
longer than qualitative research. 
 
Every quantitative method leads to some kind of numerical outcome. The kind of outcome, and 
statistical methods that are needed to enable such results, depends on the approach. When 
you are surveying the market, descriptive results could suffice. In other cases, inferential 
analyses like regression may be sought. An example would be measuring various service 
components, and then running a regression or building a structural equation model, to 
determine their relative importance of service factors for driving overall customer satisfaction.  
 
One of the advantages of telephone surveys (and this holds even more for face-to-face) is that 
there is extra opportunity for clarification, and resolving ambiguity in the wording of questions. 
Also, the response rates tend to be (much) higher, and responses are available as quick as you 
can organize the fieldwork – which mostly depends on the number of agents. This upside 
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comes at higher cost, and since you need to balance cost with sample size, less and less phone 
surveys are being done. Bulk internet panels are pervasive, even though people know that 
many of the responders seem “professional participants”, despite typically moderate 
compensation. This shows in their survey completion times (sometimes conspicuously fast), and 
tendency for “straightlining”: repeatedly choosing the same answer category. These are known 
warning signs to look out for when you use panels that are composed of ‘semi-professional’ 
respondents. 
 
There are now many alternatives to traditional questionnaires, especially with the advent of 
computerized interactive interfaces. Smartphones and tablet computers have become 
ubiquitous. When electronic data capture can be streamlined, a rich user experience with 
extremely fast presentation of research findings becomes a compelling research proposition. 
The low marginal cost for gathering additional responses is important because with quantitative 
research, a larger sample size is almost always preferred.  
 
Depending on the research objectives, you need to balance upfront investment to create an 
appealing survey experience, with your time lines (by when must you have results?), and 
required sample size. An esthetic graphic survey experience can lead to higher response rates, 
especially with attention for usability, and when you manage to drive down survey completion 
time. Try to keep it under 10 minutes, but even shorter completion times invariably lead to 
higher response rates.  
 
There is a useful distinction between cross-sectional versus longitudinal research approaches. 
In a cross-sectional study you draw inferences based on a single time slice. Longitudinal 
approaches require multiple measures at different points in time. Those successive surveys may 
or may not consist of the exact same group of respondents. For this reason, a cross-sectional 
study employs between subjects research designs, whereas longitudinal studies benefit from 
comparing research subjects with themselves (over time).  
 
When you use the same subjects, this gives a unique measure of statistical control because you 
compare participants with themselves, and therefore the differences (“variance”) between 
them don’t obfuscate your findings (called within subjects design). The latter methods, for that 
reason, have more statistical power. Sometimes it is not feasible to attempt to survey the same 
subjects, and then you will resort to a between subjects design. An example might be a survey 
to determine brand awareness, before and after a major campaign gets launched, with two 
distinct samples albeit from the same target audience. Such an approach would result in a 
longitudinal, between subjects design. Had you surveyed the same group, before and after the 
campaign, then you would be using a within subjects design. 
 
For economy (budget) and efficiency of field work management, Omnibus surveys are 
sometimes used. These leverage an existing research project, actually several in most cases, so 
that an appropriate group of research subjects get exposed to survey items for multiple topics. 
Either cost efficiency, and/or leveraging advantages to an existing research panel tend to be the 
motivation for this approach. Nowadays, almost all large-ish research agencies run panels that 
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they approach remotely (web), and therefore the throughput time from start to finish is 
predictable. There can also be advantages to having ample background information on the 
individual panel members. 
 
 
Measurement Scales 
Data that are gathered in quantitative research can be captured at different measurement 
levels: 

• Nominal 

• Ordinal 

• Interval 

• Ratio 
Data at nominal measurement level are categorical, where there is no meaningful arrangement 
of categories. Examples are gender, ethnicity, rural versus urban, etc.  
Ordinal data are categorical, too, but here categories can be ordered in a meaningful way. 
These could be levels of education, bands of income groups like low/middle/high, but the most 
common type are so-called Likert scales where the subject’s opinion is rated on an n-point 
scale. Mostly, these will be 4, 5, 6, or 7-point scales.  
An interval scale is ordered in such a manner that the distance between values is equal or 
proportionate. Examples would be temperature scales like Celsius or Fahrenheit.  
A Ratio scale is similar to an Interval scale, except now the value “0” is a true zero-point for 
calculation purposes. The Kelvin temperature scale has this property. The same holds for age 
and monetary amounts, for instance.  
 
In quantitative research, one of the questions that keeps coming up is how Likert scales and 
Semantic differentials should be treated. Purists argue these are ordinal scales. In practice, 
often averages are calculated which implies these scales are treated as if they were on an 
interval level. Ample research in the social sciences has been conducted that has highlighted 
measurement properties of these scales. You could make a case that their level lies somewhere 
in between ordinal and interval level. Research has shown that it is rare that you would draw 
abject incorrect conclusions by treating Likert scales as interval scales. An important argument 
for allowing these scales to be treated at the interval level is that statistical power for 
associated tests is higher. This allows you to draw conclusions sometimes when a 
corresponding statistical test for an ordinal scale would result in inconclusive findings.  
 
 
Reliability versus Validity 
Quantitative research always entails some kind of measurement, and it is important to 
distinguish between reliability and validity of outcomes. Reliability is the extent to which a 
measurement can be replicated. Validity is whether the outcome describes what it purports to 
measure. Obviously validity is ultimately what you pursue, but as a practical matter, unless a 
measure is (sufficiently) reliable, it cannot possibly have validity. Psychometric theory dictates 
that the theoretical upper bound on validity is the square of reliability for that scale. 
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How do you determine reliability? Usually in one of two ways. One way is to obtain a 
measurement and then later have the same person (or similar research subjects) fill out the 
same survey again. Afterwards, you calculate the correlation between both sets of 
measurements. In the psychometric literature this is referred to as test/retest reliability 
(repeatability). An alternative is to break down the measurement scale into equivalent parts, 
and calculate the correlation among the two sets of survey items, taken from the same 
participant. This is referred to internal consistency, measured by Cronbach’s alpha. 
 
Validity is what a metric really means. For instance, when you ask a subject about their 
intention to repurchase, what you (usually) are trying to get at is the actual purchase that will 
happen in the future. Then validity would be the correlation between self-reported purchase 
intent and buying of the product. Given that validity can never be higher than the square of 
reliability, it is crucial that you try really hard to maximize scale reliability. As a point of 
reference: a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.8 is considered “good”, but that implies the validity cannot 
be higher than (0.8)2=0.64! This illustrates why pursuing even higher reliability is obviously 
better.  
 
 
Combining quantitative and qualitative research 
Sometimes people position qualitative and quantitative research diametrically against each 
other, which suggests a false dichotomy. Although some research questions may be better 
addressed with a qualitative approach, like “Why do people respond favorably to our new 
slogan?”, or “What motivates people to try a healthy diet?” (typical qualitative research 
questions), other research questions are better served with a quantitative method. Think of any 
outcome that requires numbers, statistics, population/segment sizes, measuring awareness, 
etc. 
 
Reality is that the business challenges that led to some of these research question are often 
somewhat ambiguous, and may be so broad as to require both qualitative and quantitative 
research. This could be sequential, like when you first do exploratory research (qualitative) 
before you validate a standardized questionnaire (quantitative), but it might also be 
concurrent. Unlike some texts suggest, both qualitative and quantitative research (when 
conducted rigorously) will allow you to make inferences about the population. The kinds of 
inferences you can make are very different, though. Numerical or statistical with quantitative 
research, and narrative or contextual from qualitative research. 
 
For “big” research questions that require significant investments and/or downside risks, it 
makes a lot of sense to use both methods. Some projects start off with qualitative research in 
the discovery or exploratory phase. Alternatively, qualitative research can also be used to 
provide additional context to clarify some of the “why’s” of quantitative research outcome. 
Then you run a qualitative study after a quantitative phase to understand motivations and 
perceptions. This can help explain the results, but also provide the kind of quotes and examples 
of customer-product interactions that could help illustrate outcomes – especially highly 
unexpected ones.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reliability_(statistics)
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Conclusion 
Market research can be leveraged to address a very wide range of questions. Depending on the 
nature of the business problem, these could be qualitative or quantitative methods, or both. 
These are called primary data sources, because you “create” new information. While you are in 
the process of surrounding the original business problem and refining it to frame a research 
question, it is always sensible to get an inventory of existing data in this domain. This is 
sometimes called desk research, or secondary data, but that should not be taken to mean it is 
less important or less valuable. To the contrary.  
 
Neither qualitative nor quantitative research is better – they are merely different. Some 
questions lend themselves more for quantitative research, when you want to count or measure 
something, like market share, purchase intention, etc. To discover motivations (“Why” 
questions) or to gain insight in what drives people (“What motivates healthy eating habits?”) 
qualitative methods are more appropriate.  
 
Focus groups are the most common qualitative research method where a facilitator guides a 
group through a semi-structured interview process, discussing a list of research topics to 
address the client’s needs. Individual interviews are much rarer, mostly because gathering 
information from a group is more cost efficient. Some highly sensitive, personal topics might 
not lend themselves for this. 
 
A common misconception is that qualitative research would require no or less methodology: 
nothing could be further from the truth. Factors of interest like gender, demographics, brand 
advocates versus neutral users, etc., are built into the design, by comparing findings across 
groups with different sets of research participants. Another fallacy is that qualitative research 
results cannot be generalized – not true. Outcomes pertain to the original population from 
which subjects were drawn, even if that selection process was not random. Reliability in 
qualitative research is accomplished after findings from groups “converge”: when new groups 
generate less and less new insights, then the results are reliable, and can be generalized to the 
population, they just cannot (ever!!) be enumerated.  
 
Quantitative research is used when the output needs to be represented in numbers: estimated 
market share (or potential), attitude towards a brand, recall of advertising messages, etc. With 
the rise of the internet and global connectivity, research is largely moving to either email or 
online panels. In part for economic reasons (it is cheaper), and in part because it has the 
potential to generate results faster. 
 
Quantitative research requires rigor in defining measurement scales carefully. An important 
and sometimes overlooked reason for this is that adequate measurement reliability is required 
to achieve acceptable validity: does the finding truthfully represent what the survey intended 
to capture? For reasons of scientific rigor, and also to get more color and context around 
findings, it can make a lot of sense to employ both qualitative and as well as quantitative 
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research methods. This can help you go after both the “how much” as well as “why” questions 
underlying the original information needs. 
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