
2 Research as a
Process

Learning Objectives

1 Understand the varying reasons for conducting research 
2 Describe the steps in the research process
3 Examine the three unique approaches to conducting research
4 Briefl y describe the different marketing research methods 

IT MAY BE PINK FOR GIRLS AND BLUE FOR BOYS, BUT
IT’S GREEN FOR WOMEN

A recent British survey by Emap Advertising found that women are more concerned 
about environmental issues than men. The survey, which polled 10,000 consumers, found 
that women are more likely to recycle than men. It also found that, when purchase deci-
sions are made, women were more likely to consider a company’s environmental policies. 
Women even based their grocery purchases on environmental issues. When men do recy-
cle or base purchases on environmental issues, it is often because a woman influenced 
them to do so. 

The growth of the environmental movement has even resulted in the publication of a 
new magazine, Green, which is available at Tesco stores. The magazine is targeted at the 
market segment of environmentally-aware individuals. 

Questions: What use would it be to the publishers of Green to learn more about men’s 
attitudes toward the environment? What are some examples of research questions
that need to be asked by management to assist Green in becoming a successful
publication?

Source: Grande, 2007
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2.1 The Uses of marketing research

Marketing research is used to answer fundamental questions that affect the future of an organization. 
Therefore marketing research is a skill needed by all types of organizations, both large and small. 
Small businesses as well as large corporations can benefit from the knowledge that research provides. 
In addition, community, arts and other nonprofit organizations can also benefit (see box below).

EVEN ARTS ORGANIZATIONS NEED RESEARCH!

Here are some issues for which an arts organization needs research:

Problem: ‘The 30 and 40 something market segments are conspicuous by their absence in 
our audience and among our membership’. 

Research Question: ‘What should we begin to do in terms of core and extended offerings to 
attract and maintain the patronage of these hard-to-reach segments’? 

Solution: Consumer research

Problem: ‘Attendance for the organization has been flat for the past three years while 
regional leisure and cultural patronage has been increasing at an annual rate of low sin-
gle digits.

Research Question: ‘What is causing our relative market share to shrink’? 

Solution: Competitor research

Problem: ‘Management is planning a very innovative program series for the upcoming 
season. The associated investment and risks are considerable’. 

Research Question: ‘What do we need to do to find out if the box office will respond favora-
bly before making the investment plunge’? 

Solution: Product research

Source: Chen-Courtin, 1998

Small businesses may believe that they do not have the resources to conduct marketing research. 
However, a small business usually operates on a narrow profit margin leaving it particularly vul-
nerable to competition. Even losing a small percentage of customers can mean potential bank-
ruptcy. Therefore, small businesses need to research what products and services customers want 
and need. In addition, it is essential that they conduct research on a continual basis as to what 
products and services are being offered by competing businesses.

Nonprofit organizations may also feel that they do not have the time or money needed to 
conduct research. Yet all types of nonprofit organizations can benefit from conducting research. 

Kolb-02.indd   20Kolb-02.indd   20 2/7/2008   6:10:40 PM2/7/2008   6:10:40 PM



R
esearch as a Process

21

For example, community-based social service nonprofits could use research to determine what 
services are needed by the people they serve. Other nonprofits, such as arts organizations, face 
the challenge of finding audiences and can use research to help with segmentation and promotion 
decisions.

Large corporations often have internal marketing research departments. Even so, they some-
times hire specialized external marketing research firms to conduct research. Marketing research 
is especially necessary when corporations develop new products or reposition current products. 
Research is needed to thoroughly analyze consumer needs, as a failed introduction or reposition-
ing of a product can be a very costly mistake. 

2.1.1 Marketing research and the organization

A marketing department provides an organization’s connection between its internal structure 
and the external environment in which it exists. A company’s internal structure will consist of 
such departments as operations, human resources, production, finance and purchasing, while 
the external environment will consist of larger societal forces. Research is the tool by which a 
marketing department can understand how the external environment will affect an organiza-
tion’s strategy. A marketing department will also provide needed information to other company 
departments. 

The external environment can be pictured as a sphere surrounding an organization. The com-
ponents of the external environment include the economic, competitive, legal/political, social 
and technological. It is the role of marketing departments to explore these environments and to 
look for problems and opportunities of which companies should be aware.

For example, marketing research can assist purchasing departments in answering the political 
question as to whether a government crisis in another country will affect the price of raw materi-
als. Sales departments may need assistance in answering the economic question of how a decline 
in income will affect consumers’ purchasing habits. Production departments may need help in 
answering legal questions, such as  whether new governmental environmental regulations mean 
the redesign of product packaging. Marketing research should be used on an ongoing basis to 
answer these types of questions.

Aside from the external environment, a marketing department also needs to communicate 
between an organization and their consumers. A marketing department needs to supply the 
organization with the information to help determine the right product, price, place and promo-
tion that will motivate consumers to purchase. Unfortunately some companies assume they know 
what consumers want. At the beginning of Chapter 1 was the example of how US automakers 
assumed that young people were only interested in purchasing cars with cutting edge style. 
Automakers may have been right that young people were ‘interested’ in style, yet when research 
was conducted it was found that price and value were the main motivations to purchase a
specific car.

2.1.2 Research issues

There are a number of different issues that an organization can chose to research (see Table 2.1). 
Research on the consumer marketplace can be used to determine who is buying a specfic prod-
uct. Companies should also consider conducting research regarding competitors’ products and 
services as it can provide valuable information on how a business can improve. For example, 
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organizations should analyze their customers’ perception of competitors, as such research helps 
to determine whether companies should add to their own products any of the benefits provided 
by competing products. 

Market research can determine the composition of the current customer segment. Consumer 
research can examine customers’ reasons for purchasing and is critical to both increasing the current 
market segment and finding new target markets. Distribution research is conducted to determine if 
the product is being sold at the right locations. Organizations also need to use research to determine if 
a specfic product has the benefits that consumers desire. Even watermelons can be changed to meet 
consumer needs (as explained in the box below). Another important area of research is determin-
ing if a product is being effectively promoted. Lastly, determining the correct price for a product can 
make the difference between a successful and unsuccessful product launch. Information gathered on 
all of these issues will help businesses to learn where and how they need to improve.

WHAT’S THE PROBLEM WITH A WATERMELON?

Consumer research at Syngenta and Seminins, both large seed companies, found that for 
single people, couples and small families, watermelons are just too big. Even for larger 
families there was an objection both to the way watermelons take up too much space in 
the refrigerator and the fact that they are too heavy to take on picnics.

The result of this consumer research was the development of ‘personal’ or ‘mini’ water-
melons. They weigh only three to five pounds and are seedless and sweeter than tradi-
tional melons. However, they cost two to three times per pound more than traditional 
melons.

Has this stopped consumers from purchasing? No – in fact when the mini-melons were 
introduced, demand exceeded supply. Consumers were willing to pay more for the benefits 
they desired. Yet no one would have known about these consumer desires without first 
conducting marketing research.

Source: Auchmutey, 2004

Table 2.1  Research issues

Issue Purpose Research question

Market  Composition of customer market  Who is in our customer market segment?
 segment
Competitor  Consumers’ perception of  What else do they buy and why? 
 competition
Consumer  Motivation for purchase What is the motivation for buying 
  our product?
Product  Improvement of product  Does our product provide 
  the desired benefits?
Promotional  Effectiveness of different  What and where do our customers hear
 messages and media about us?
Distribution Ease of purchase Is our product available at the right locations?
Pricing  Choosing pricing levels What do our customers think of our price?
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2.2 The Research Process 

Too often, when a company conducts research it begins without proper planning. However, 
the chances of finding the correct answer to a research question are greatly increased by fol-
lowing a specific six-step process (see Table 2.2). The process starts with determining what 
the organization needs to know and where it can find the information. In addition, researchers 
must determine who will participate in the research and the number of participants that will be 
needed. Researchers must then decide what research approach is appropriate for the research 
question and must choose the most suitable research method. They must then plan the process 
of conducting the research. After the research is conducted, the final step will be to analyze and 
report the findings and recommendations.

2.2.1 Determine the research question

The first step, designing the research question, is generally difficult and time consuming. Because 
organizations are often in a hurry for answers, the temptation is to start the research process 
before determining what they really need to know. As a result, they may either ask a poorly-
defined research question or even the wrong question entirely. To be effective, a research study 
must be both well designed and narrowly focused. If the research question is too broad, too 
much information will be obtained. In addition, the large amount of resulting data will be diffi-
cult to analyze and, therefore, of little use to an organization. Even worse, if the wrong question 
is asked, the wrong information will be obtained and all research effort will be wasted.

2.2.2 Sources of information

Researchers need to put considerable thought into planning the sources from which information 
can be obtained. The different sources for data are categorized as secondary (data that already 
exist) and primary (data that the researcher collects). In addition, secondary data can be cat-
egorized as internal (which the company already has) and external (which must be gathered 
from other sources). Sometimes, an organization may even have already collected enough data 
to answer their question. In other cases, the answer to a research question might already be
available as a result of research conducted by other organizations. However, even if a research 

Table 2.2  Steps in the research process

1. Determine the research question
↓

2. Decide on the sources of information and sample profile
↓

3. Choose the research approach
↓

4. Plan the research method
↓

5. Conduct the research
↓

6. Analyze and report the findings and recommendations
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question is not answered, collecting secondary data can help with the design of a primary 
research method.

A researcher will collect primary data directly from participants to answer a specific research 
question. Primary data are usually collected from a group of participants called a ‘sample’. This 
sample consists of selected members from an entire group of individuals, which is called a 
‘population’. These selected members can be defined by demographic characteristics such as 
age, gender, or occupation. They also might be defined by psychographic characteristics such 
as lifestyle or opinions. In addition, they can be defined by their geographic location or product 
usage levels. A description of the individuals in the sample is called the ‘participant profile’.

The method that will be used to choose the individuals that will be included in a sample will 
differ depending on what type of research methodology will be used. Probability sampling is 
used to randomly select the people in a sample. Nonprobability sampling is when the judgment 
of a researcher is used to make the selection.

The population being studied could be current customers who frequently purchase a prod-
uct with the purpose of determining how a company can improve that product’s design. Past 
customers could be included in the sample to find sources of consumer dissatisfaction or to 
determine what other competing products they also purchase. Rather than current or past cus-
tomers, potential market segments of interest to that company can also be studied. For example, 
research can be conducted to determine what type of promotion might motivate older consum-
ers to purchase. Another purpose of researching a sample of potential consumers is to determine 
how a product needs to be adapted to offer the features and benefits they desire. For example, 
a company that produces camping equipment might include in their sample individuals who are 
interested in extreme sports in order to learn how to adapt their product to meet these consumers’ 
preferences.

2.2.3 Choose the research approach

The next step is to choose a research approach. The process of conducting primary research 
starts with deciding whether the research question calls for descriptive, exploratory or causal 
research. The choice will depend on whether or not a research question needs to be answered 
with quantifiable facts. If a research question asks ‘How many?’ or ‘Which one?’, descriptive or 
causal research will probably be used. If a research question asks the question ‘Why?’, then 
exploratory research will probably be used. 

Understanding how an organization plans to use the information will also help in making an 
appropriate decision. If an organization wishes to prove a fact about the demographic compo-
sition of its customers, such as how many females as compared to males purchase a product, 
then a descriptive study would be appropriate. If, on the other hand, an organization wishes to 
discover why sales are falling, it will need to conduct exploratory research. Causal research will 
help determine the effect of a proposed change.

2.2.4 Planning the research method

After choosing the research approach, researchers must design the research method. This will 
include the details of how the research will be conducted, including when, where and by whom. 
The available research methods will include surveys, focus groups, interviews, projective tech-
niques, observation, ethnography, and grounded theory. A research plan will include the time-
line for the research, the people needed and the budget.
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For example, this step may involve writing survey questions or the script to be used in a focus 
group. The more detailed the planning, the more smoothly the research will proceed. Therefore 
everything, from how many copies of the survey form are needed to who will be responsible for 
ensuring that the focus group participants arrive, should be considered.

2.2.5 Conducting research and reporting findings and recommendations

Finally, researchers will be ready to conduct the research. Once done, the final task is for 
researchers to analyze the data and report the findings and conclusions. Analysis requires repeat-
edly going over the collected responses to find common themes, patterns and connections. 
Reporting may be in the form of a written report, a verbal presentation, or both. A written report 
presenting the results of a quantitative research study will usually have an introduction followed 
by a description of the methodology. It will also have a section with findings supported with 
statistics and charts. These findings will be the basis of the recommendations given in the report. 
With quantitative research someone who has not conducted the research can still write the report 
based on the findings.

A report for a qualitative research study will follow the same outline. However, because there are 
no statistics or charts different types of visuals will be used to help clients understand the findings. 
Some tools that can be used include diagrams, quotes, photos and even videos. With qualitative 
research, the person who conducted the research must be involved in the writing of the report.

2.3 Research Approaches

One of the questions that an organization must decide before conducting research is which research 
approach will be most appropriate? The approach chosen will depend on the research question and 
the type of information a company is seeking. There are three general research approaches; descrip-
tive, exploratory and causal. Each can be considered as being similar to a different type of tool box. 
Each approach ‘box’ contains certain tools or methods that are most useful with that approach. After 
deciding the research approach, the company will choose the best method.

For example, if a car needs repair a person will open the automotive tool box and perhaps select a 
wrench. If a house needs repair, a carpentry tool box will be opened and a hammer may be selected 
as the needed tool. Each tool box will have a choice of tools that will be needed for a specific type of 
job. However, the first step is choosing the right tool box, not the specific tool (see Table 2.3).

2.3.1 Descriptive research

A company will perform descriptive research when it needs to obtain specific details on its 
consumers and their purchasing behavior. Descriptive research is used when statistical data are 
needed on a fact. The tool used to conduct descriptive research is almost always surveys. The 
advantage of a survey is that, if the number of people surveyed (the sample) is large enough, it 
can be said that a fact has been proved and is true of the entire group. Descriptive survey data 
can give answers such as ‘37 per cent of our customers are over the age of 55’ or ‘52 per cent of 
our customers purchase four times a year’. If the number of people asked to complete the survey 
is large enough compared to the total population under study, the answer can even be said to 
have been proven. 
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Conducting descriptive research can be expensive and time-consuming. However, it is neces-
sary if a company wants to prove a guess or hypothesis about consumers or their behavior. For 
example, a descriptive study can be designed to prove that ‘10 per cent of all current consumers 
will purchase the more expensive new product model’. This guess or hypothesis can be proved 
within a certain level of confidence that the answer obtained from the descriptive survey sample 
is true of the entire population. However, descriptive research can also be used to obtain details 
without relying on statistical proof. Descriptive research is sometimes used to address issues that 
are just beginning to be explored, such as the integration of the attitudes of consumers across 
the European Union (Lemmens et al., 2007). In this case of this study a survey was used without 
any attempt to prove a hypothesis.

Many organizations have relied heavily on surveys as their only means of market research. 
This is unfortunate, because the type of information that surveys can provide is limited. Yet 
another reason for rethinking this dependence on descriptive surveys is that it is increasingly dif-
ficult to find a sufficient number of people who are willing to respond. Because people are often 
pressed for time, and also because of privacy issues, it is difficult to motivate people to respond 
to a survey in person, over the phone or by mail. In an effort to make participating in a survey 
more convenient, the internet is increasingly being used. However, conducting surveys online 
also produces problems in that this is limited to obtaining responses from only those people who 
find participating online both convenient and attractive.

2.3.2 Exploratory research

Companies should use exploratory research when a research question deals with finding infor-
mation on consumer attitudes, opinions and beliefs. Such exploratory research can be useful 
even when there is no specific problem to investigate. For example, a company might use 
exploratory research to look for marketing opportunities by researching trends or changes in 
consumer behavior. The research methods available to conduct exploratory studies include focus 
groups, interviews, projective techniques, observation, ethnography and grounded theory.

All of these methods use a qualitative research approach. Exploratory research is designed to 
let participants provide their own answers. The research question, rather than asking for facts, 
focuses on a consumer’s needs, desires, preferences and values. Because so many different 
answers will result, statistically provable answers cannot be generated, but exploratory qualita-
tive studies, if designed with considerable thought as to what information is wanted and how it 
is to be obtained, can provide invaluable information to a company. Such a study may be large 
and complex or it can be conducted on a small scale. Either way, the consumer information 

Table 2.3  Research studies and their use

Method When to Use How to Use

Descriptive Use when details and numbers  Research on customer demographics
 are needed or purchase frequency
Exploratory  Use when seeking insights on  Research on purchase motivation
 motivation/behavior or attitude toward the company
Causal Use when needing to  Research on effect of product of
 determine effect of change. promotion change on purchase.
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received will provide details and insights that will help an organization adapt its product, price, 
promotion and distribution to meet consumer desires.

When using exploratory research tools, the emphasis does not fall on the size of a sample. 
Instead it is on choosing the correct participants and the analysis of the information they pro-
vide. For example, if asked why they purchase a company’s product, even if each individual 
has a unique answer, common themes will almost always appear. A researcher will analyze the 
responses and then group them by these common themes. One advantage of qualitative research 
is that it can also be approached in low-cost ways that are available to smaller businesses. The 
importance of research to small businesses is addressed in the box below.

EVERYONE NEEDS RESEARCH! 

Why do small businesses and organizations believe that marketing research is only for 
large corporations? Here are some myths and responses:

‘I’m already doing enough research’ – but are the data the right data?
‘Research is only for big decisions’ – but research for small decisions is still useful.
‘Losing control’– but research does not need to be turned over to specialists.
‘Market research is survey research’ – but there is much more to research than
surveys.
‘Market research is too expensive’ – not necessarily.
‘Most research is a waste’ – this can be avoided.

Source: Andreasen, 2002

2.3.3 Causal research 

If a company wants to study the effect a change in its product will have on consumer purchasing 
or the possible success of a new promotional campaign, it should use causal research. Causal 
research is conducted to discover whether the change a company is planning to make will have 
a positive or negative effect on consumers. Research questions that require causal research have 
a cause and effect – for example, such questions as ‘Will a new promotion campaign using a 
celebrity increase purchases of books among young people’? or ‘Will customers at the cinema 
purchase more refreshments if we have a new menu’? These issues can also be explored using 
qualitative techniques. Even the effect of intangible factors, such as smell and sound, on sales 
can be researched (Spangenberg et al., 2005).

If the change has already happened, internal quantitative data might already exist to answer 
the question. For example, if a company wants to know whether their new menu has increased 
sales, it can look at the sales figures. However, this is an expensive way to learn whether a new 
menu has proved successful. A better use of research would be to use qualitative research tools 
before implementing the change. For example, by trying the new menu on a small-scale first, the 
menu items might be discussed in a focus group to see whether customer reaction will be posi-
tive or negative. Then for further confirmation, a survey could be conducted.
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2.4 Research Methods

Once the general approach is understood, the next step will involve choosing a research method
and then planning the research. Marketing research methods can be divided into two different types – 
quantitative and qualitative. For a small study, research methods of only one type might be used. 
However, for some large-scale studies both types of research may be needed. Quantitative research 
uses mathematical analysis to provide proof of a fact or a hypothesis (guess or assumption). When 
properly implemented, quantitative research can answer questions such as ‘How many consumers 
prefer our new product?’ or ‘Which of these three packaging designs is most attractive to consumers?’

The standard tool used when conducting quantitative research is the survey. Survey ques-
tions give participants a selected number of responses such as yes/no or frequently/sometimes/
never. The responses are then entered into a computer using a statistical software package. The 
software will tabulate if there are enough responses to provide a ‘proved’ fact. This proved fact 
is then said to be true of the group of consumers as a whole (population) even though only a 
selected number (sample) where asked. 

Of course it is impossible to ask all consumers. Therefore, it is necessary to determine how 
many people should participate in the quantitative survey to provide this proof. To determine the 
correct number,  researchers use their knowledge of sampling and statistics to construct a sample 
that contains the required number and type of participants. 

This proof of consumer behavior is important when a company is planning a major expen-
diture, such as the introduction of a new product or a new promotional campaign. (see box 
below). While quantitative studies can be expensive, because they must be conducted with a 
large enough sample, in some situations they are worth the cost. The cost is acceptable because 
if the wrong decision is made, even more money could be lost. 

WHY BOTHER WITH RESEARCH? TO MAKE SURE YOUR MONEY
IS SPENT WISELY!

Producing a television commercial is an expensive undertaking. Below are some figures on 
the costs of  making a 30-second TV ‘Got Milk’ commercial. The commercial was designed 
to increase the consumption of milk by adults. With this level of expense any company 
would be wise to use research first to make sure that the final commercial will indeed 
motivate consumers to buy milk. 

Television production $281,000
Postproduction editing 45,000
Music 6,000
Sound effects/narration 1,000
Actors 11,000
Tapes and dubs 1,000
Legal  1,000
Shipping 1,000
Agency travel, casting     16,000
Total $363,000

Source: Berger, 2004
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2.4.1 Quantitative vs. qualitative research 

While quantitative studies are useful for answering questions such as ‘How many’? and 
‘What’?, they are not as useful when answering questions such as ‘Why’? or ‘What if’? A quali-
tative study is designed to uncover consumer attitudes, beliefs and opinions rather than facts. 
Because it is difficult to know consumer preferences before the study is conducted, a quan-
titative survey form with predetermined answers can result in misleading results. Instead, a 
wider variety of qualitative research tools, including interviews, focus groups, observation 
and projective techniques, is available. These tools, when used by trained researchers, allow 
participants to fully express their opinions and beliefs. Another unique aspect of qualitative 
research is that new techniques are continuing to be developed by researchers (Shakar and 
Goulding, 2001).

Qualitative research uses fewer participants who are not necessarily representative of all con-
sumers in the population. In fact sometimes they are chosen because they belong to a dis-
tinct segment, such as older or ethnic consumers. The data that result from using a qualitative 
approach are not in the form of statistics but rather in ideas and quotes expressed by participants 
and researchers’ notes. Interpretation of the data requires special skills, but correctly analyzed 
qualitative data can provide a rich source of information for marketing ideas including new con-
cepts for segmentation. For example, one British study used qualitative methods to study the UK 
debate on the nature of childhood (O’Sullivan, 2005).

2.4.2 Research methodologies

Once a research question has been decided upon and the research approach has been chosen, 
the next step is to choose a research method (see Table 2.4). Methods can include the tradi-
tional quantitative marketing survey used in descriptive research. There are more research tools 
available for conducting qualitative exploratory research including focus groups, interviews, 
projective techniques, observation, ethnography and grounded theory. (These methods will be 
described in more detail in later chapters.) 

Surveys
Surveys are written instruments that ask a series of predetermined questions. These questions 
can be answered by checking one of several suggested answers, or the questions might be open-
ended and will allow participants to answer in their own words. Surveys can be administered 
in several ways including in person, over the phone, by mail or online. The benefit of conduct-
ing a survey is that a researcher can tabulate and compare responses as the same questions are 
asked of each participant. Because the questions and answers are standardized, if enough survey 
responses are collected, it can be said the response is true of an entire group. Technology has 
changed the way surveys are conducted and many are now completed online. Even the admin-
istration of in-person surveys has changed, as hand-held devices rather than the traditional paper 
forms can be used to enter responses (McGorry, 2006).

There are disadvantages to the survey method. A well written survey will take time to develop 
as the questions must be carefully written so that there is no ambiguity as to what they mean. 
To ensure this is true, a survey form must be tested on sample participants before it is widely 
distributed. If a large number of responses are received it will be necessary to use a computer 
database program to record the answers. In addition, it is becoming more difficult to motivate 
participants to complete a survey form. 
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Focus group
A focus group brings together a group of individuals, who are then encouraged to share their 
opinions and concerns. By putting people together in a focus group, they can be encouraged to 
respond to each other’s comments and go beyond their initial response to a question. It is the 
focus group moderator’s responsibility to keep the discussion on track and encourage responses. 
A formal focus group is usually conducted by an outside professional moderator. Using research-
ers who work for the organization as moderators is not considered a good idea, as they might 
introduce preconceived ideas into the focus group process.

Focus groups are a method that can be successfully used even by small businesses and
nonprofit organizations. Even if they cannot afford a focus group that is planned and conducted 
by a professional researcher, an organization will still obtain valuable information by asking a 
few of its customers to participate in an informal focus group. The person moderating the focus 
group does not need to be a professional marketing researcher, but does need basic skills in 
listening and human relations. Often graduate students from a nearby university can be used for 
this purpose. The role of the moderator is to be noncommittal and objective and to listen and 
record what the participants say. What is critical is that the moderator guides the conversation by 
encouraging the participants to keep their comments focused on the subject, while not guiding 
the opinions expressed. 

Interviews
Interviews can be one of three types – in-depth, intercept or expert. In-depth interviews are 
used to obtain information on how a participant feels about an issue. The advantage of this 
method is that the interviewer has time to explore an individual’s first response to a question 
with additional, probing, follow-up questions. These allow the researcher to obtain more in-
depth information. The follow-up questioning is necessary because when first asked a question 
many people will respond with what they believe to be the correct, or appropriate, answer. Also, 
most people want to be polite by answering in the affirmative and with positive praise whenever 
possible. The disadvantage is that interviews take considerable time and, therefore, money to 
conduct. Also, since each interview takes time fewer can be conducted.

Intercept interviews are often called ‘person-on-the-street’ interviews. They are designed to 
be short, taking only three to five minutes, and are limited to a specific topic. To conduct the 
interviewers a researcher will go to a location where participants can be found. The advantage 
of intercept interviews is that many responses can be collected in a short period of time. The 
disadvantage is that the method leaves no time for probing follow-up questions. 

Table 2.4  Research methods

Method Description

Survey Set of pre-determined questions
Focus groups  Group dynamics to draw out responses
Interviews One-to-one in-depth discussion
Intercept interviews Two to three short questions asked
Projective techniques Creative techniques to get emotional responses
Observation Watching people’s behavior and actions
Ethnography Studying people in an everyday context
Grounded theory Refining the questioning while the research is conducted
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In addition, a researcher can conduct expert interviews. The participants in these interviews are not 
potential or current consumers but rather individuals who have specific knowledge. This knowledge 
will involve the industry as a whole or knowledge about a company’s target market segment. 

Projective techniques
Projective techniques can be incorporated in both interviews and focus groups to encourage 
communication or they can be used on their own. These are techniques that obtain information 
in ways other than verbal response. The technique is borrowed from psychology and is gaining 
increased use in consumer marketing. Some simple projective techniques include word associa-
tion, sentence completion, and cartoon tests. These are also tools that creative people working 
in marketing should enjoy using.

Word association is simply asking for a participant’s first response to a name, photo or event. 
The idea is to get emotional responses, rather than intellectual thoughts, about a company, brand 
name or product. Word association can be used in focus groups or interviews to get respondents 
to communicate on an emotional rather than intellectual level.

Cartoons can also be implemented. The cartoon will usually consist of two characters with 
speech bubbles over their heads similar to comic books. For example, one character might be 
saying, ‘Hi Ahmad, I was thinking of shopping at Sam’s. Want to go’? Survey participants will then 
put their own answers into the second character’s speech bubble. 

Observation
Another research method that can be used by all types of organizations is observation. This is 
an inexpensive qualitative method that can be easily adopted by small businesses and commu-
nity nonprofits. If a business wants to know how its customer service desk is being used, it can 
station researchers to watch and then note the behavior of customers as they seek assistance. 
A museum can use observational research to track the actions of specific groups of visitors. For 
example, families or single people can be observed to help the museum to determine which 
galleries are most visited, the length of a stay and what displays attract the most attention. This 
method will often give more accurate information than surveying, as most people do not keep 
track of what they do while shopping in a store or when visiting a museum. The example below 
shows how observational research can even be conducted on the way to work.

OBSERVATIONAL RESEARCH CAN BE CONDUCTED ANYWHERE!

African-Americans’ share of book buying is increasing in the USA while the market for 
books as a whole is stagnant. In fact, African-Americans spent $300 million on books in 
2003. To meet this demand, publishers are hurrying to sign up new authors – and African-
American writers are responding by sending their manuscripts to publishers. 

But how do publishers decide what books to publish? According to Malaika Adero, an 
editor at Atria (which is part of Simon & Schuster), one tool she uses to get ideas for what 
new books to publish is to watch what people are reading on the subway. While on her 
way to the office, she is already at work conducting consumer observational research. 

Source: Collier, 2004
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Ethnography
Ethnographic research studies the daily lives of participants. The research can be conducted 
where participants live, where they shop and where they work. Ethnographic research does 
not rely on people’s responses and instead studies what they actually do. Ethnography requires 
researchers skilled in observing and interacting with people on a participant, rather than a 
research, level. Often such researchers have a background in anthropology which helps them to 
understand and adapt to various cultures. 

The ethnographic research study is designed to study actual product purchase or use experi-
ence. To do so, researchers will use photos, videos, journals or participant observation. For exam-
ple, they may record the actions of families as they prepare dinner. One insight that might be 
discovered is that some children may want to be involved in food preparation. From this insight 
might come a new promotional campaign showing children and adults cooking together. 

Grounded theory
Most research studies start with analyzing the cause of a problem. A researcher will have a 
theory on why consumers are behaving in the way that they do in regard to a purchase or the 
use of a product. There is no hypothesis, rather a research methodology is designed to study this 
behavior. In stead of a researcher first establishing a theory and an hypothesis and then asking 
questions to determine if they are correct, a researcher will observe this behavior to determine 
a theory. 

What is also different about grounded theory is that way that methodology evolves during the 
research process. The research will take place where consumers normally conduct the behavior 
being studied. The research will also use both observation and interviewing. As the research is 
conducted who is interviewed and the questions they ask will be changed, based on the previ-
ously observations and interview question answers. 

Summary

1 Research can answer fundamental questions that affect the future of any 
organization. For this reason, even small businesses and nonprofi t organizations 
should conduct research. It can answer questions about the external environment 
including consumer segments and competitors. Of course an organization should 
always research a consumer’s motivation for purchasing a product. The organization 
may also need to research the components making up the marketing mix which 
includes product, promotion, price and distribution. 

2 Research is most successful when it is planned using the six steps in the research 
process. The process starts with determining the research question and deciding 
on the source of information and the sample. Next a researcher will choose the 
research approach and plan the research method. Finally, they will conduct the 
research and analyze and report the fi ndings.

3 The research methods of descriptive, exploratory and causal each have specialized 
uses. Descriptive is best when details are needed, exploratory when seeking insight, 
and causal when it is important to understand the effect of a change. 
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4 Quantitative and qualitative research approaches each have their uses. Quantitative 
research is based on scientifi c methods and can provide proof, while qualitative is 
based on social science methods and provides in-depth information on attitudes and 
beliefs. The standard research tools are surveys, interviews, focus groups, projective 
techniques, observation, ethnography and grounded theory. This chapter has given 
a brief description of each of these, although in future chapters more details will be 
provided. 

Key Terms

causal research  research designed to determine how one action will affect consumers and 
their behavior

data  all relevant raw facts regarding a problem

descriptive research  research that is designed to be used when it is important to obtain 
numbers or facts

ethnography  research study where the researcher participates in the same behavior as the 
research subjects

exploratory research  research used when the research question is still not clear or when few 
facts are yet known about the problem

external environment  economic, competitive, legal/political, social and technological forces 
that affect organizations

grounded theory  researchers observe consumer behavior in order to develop a theory

hypothesis  statement that makes an assumption about the cause of a problem

information  relevant data that has been analyzed to diagnosis the cause of a problem

knowledge  information that has been analyzed to find a solution to a problem

observation  research method where information is gathered by watching participants and 
recording their actions

projective techniques  set of research tools that are used to obtain information indirectly 
rather than through verbal response

research question  what a company needs to know to solve a problem and provide the basis 
for a research study

sample  a group of individuals chosen to participate in a research study because they are 
representative of a larger population

secondary data  data that already exist in a useable form because they have been collected 
by others
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Discussion Questions

 1  Why do small businesses and nonprofit organizations often believe they can-
not conduct marketing research?

 2  What are some of the issues that a large multinational corporation might 
research?

 3  How does marketing research provide the link between the internal and exter-
nal environments in which a company operates?

 4 How does qualitative research lead to better company performance?
 5  You are conducting research for a grocery store on why consumers buy organic 

produce. Do you recommend quantitative or qualitative research and for what 
reason(s)? 

 6  Sales and revenue are falling at the university’s bookstore but no one knows 
the reason for this. Would you suggest conducting descriptive, exploratory or 
causal research? Why?

 7  If a market researcher approaches you while walking home after class to ask 
if you will take five minutes to complete a survey about your shopping habits, 
what would you say? Why? 

 8  Give an example of both qualitative and quantitative data that could be gath-
ered on your class.

 9  What are the differences and similarities between the three research approaches?
10  Give three research methods that could be used to ascertain students’ satisfac-

tion with this class.
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