
In a number of professions there’s a “right” way to do the work of that industry.

For instance, there’s only one right way to sing on key if you’re singing the aria to

Madam Butterfly. If you’re being checked for glaucoma, there’s only one right way

to do that test for accuracy. In other arenas, however, there is no right way. There’s

more than one way to win a race in the Olympics. Even the predictable act of

birthing a baby—a process millions of years old—has hundreds of techniques used

in countless cultures, each one touted to be “the best way.” And something as simple

as a making a perfect martini has at least two options: shaken or stirred!
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Th e Ma ny Fa c e s

of Qu a l i t a t ive Re s ea rc h

Opinion

When it comes to serving clients, one size does not fit all.

B y  N a o m i  R .  H e n d e rs o n



Marketing research is no different. In qualitative research,
for example, we’re still figuring out names for some of our focus
group techniques. There’s room for many styles, wild ranges of
p e r s o n a l i t y, 50 different ways to ask questions, and hundreds of
techniques created on the spot to get to more top-of-mind
responses. Our industry leans heavily on sociology, psychology,
and anthropology—all of the soft sciences that examine how
humans operate in different environments. In fact, qualitative
research is probably the best proof of the benefits of adapting to
change. One right way to do any steps of a qualitative research
project would never have a critical mass of believers who would
agree on any two of them.

Some classic rules in survey research fit the “right” way
model. The first one is to ask every respondent all survey ques-
tions the same way. And if a subject has a problem with a survey
question, just repeat it—don’t explain it. Another traditional
guideline is to ask all survey questions in a neutral tone of voice
to avoid giving weight to any one question through inflection.

H o w e v e r, these rules break down quickly in qualitative
research where questions are amended to fit the mood of the
room, the flow of the conversation, or the area of the country
where the research takes place. Unclear questions are reframed
on the spot and additional probes asked to ensure respondents
are clear about the line of questions being asked. Good modera-
tors make sure to avoid leading respondents because the person-
a l i t y, tone, pitch, and pacing of the moderator’s questions can
affect the way a question is asked and to some degree the way it
is answered. In fact, one bonus of doing qualitative research is
the flexibility it offers in reaching project objectives. The power
of qualitative research lies in its dynamic process. The second
and subsequent groups of interviews stand on the shoulders of
the previous ones.

Yet our industry yearns to move toward some standards. To
put some rigor into the soft quivering science of POBAs—per-
ceptions, opinions, beliefs, and attitudes—the Qualitative
Research Consultants Association has worked diligently on a set
of ethics and practices for our industry. Likewise, the American
Marketing Association and the Market Research Association
have published ethics and standards documents. But there’s
room for doing qualitative work in a variety of ways, as many
ways as there are researchers.

BEST PRACTICES
One area where best practices, rather than the “right” way,

can help strengthen qualitative research is in working with
clients who buy qualitative research services. While there are no
hard and fast rules for the best way to work with clients, some
elements make the researcher/client interface work more
s m o o t h l y. The most important ones include (1) being the right
researcher for client needs, (2) providing the right research tool
for a client, (3) listening to client needs, and (4) communicating
effectively with clients.

Make sure you’re the right researcher. Being the right
researcher for a client means being a good match for their
needs. Some researchers are generalists, and some focus on
niches. The generalist is able to bring a wide range of experi-
ence to the table, standing on the expertise learned in hundreds
of focus groups with thousands of consumers. To a generalist, it
d o e s n ’t matter if the topic is a new formula for dog food or an
extension line of a breakfast cereal. The focus is on testing
issues with consumers and providing new insights to support
client decision making.

The generalist pulls insights and techniques from a wide
range of categories much like CNN news pulls from a wide
number of news reporting bureaus. For the niche researcher,
having a deep experience in specific areas (e.g., pharmaceuti-
cals, employee studies, or politics) means they can bring a
deep understanding to the project in terms of language,
respondent concerns, and history with the mind of the con-
sumer on those topics.

H o w e v e r, it doesn’t matter if you’re a generalist or a niche
specialist if you aren’t the right researcher for the job. Imagine
you’re on one side of the abortion issue and a client for the side
you don’t support makes a request for you to lead six focus
groups. Because objectivity on this inflammatory subject will be
hard to maintain, you probably aren’t the right researcher for
this project. 

If the client wants someone who can lead a series of groups
and then host a brainstorm session with the client team the next
day and you don’t have brainstorming experience, then you
a r e n ’t the right researcher. And, for example, if your job is to
talk to morbidly obese Hispanic women in a small Texas town,
and you are an anorexic woman from New England, you proba-
bly aren’t the right researcher.

So who is the right researcher? Best practices lean toward
someone who can do the following:

• Stay truly objective

• Create instant rapport with respondents 

• Create a safe space for respondents to share more in-depth
comments

• Reach the client objectives without leading respondents

• Keep the emphasis of the research on the topic, not the opin-
ions, personality, culture, race, or creed of the moderator
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E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y

Is there one “right” way to do qualitative re s e a rch? Not if
y o u ’ re looking for meaningful results. Unlike some of the
h a rder sciences, qualitative re s e a rch revolves aro u n d
clients’ changing individual needs. No two clients are alike,
which means no single re s e a rch technique will work every
time. However, the four best practices outlined here will help
re s e a rchers find the best tools, approaches, and communi-
cation strategies to gain meaningful insights and satisfy
their clients.



• Have the skill set needed to talk to the respondents
recruited

• Be seen as the newest friend to the respondents, not an
authority figure or someone wildly different

There have been a number of spirited conversations in this
industry about the efficacy of matching the moderator with the
respondent set. This may mean having men lead only male groups
and women lead only female groups—or a white moderator lead
only white groups and a minority moderator lead only minority
groups. However, that framework doesn’t seem to be supported
by the evidence from other facets of American life. Look at all the
men and women who deliver the evening news in English on the
major networks. Does it matter if the newscaster is a man or a
woman? Does their ethnic background matter? No. What does
m a t t e r, if you’re the viewer, is whether you like one person’s per-
sonality or delivery style more than another. Ultimately, though,
the news is the news, no matter who delivers it.

The same, I believe, can be said for the moderator. If the
moderator can meet the criteria outlined here, their race or gen-
der shouldn’t matter so long as the topic itself or the race/gender
of the participants doesn’t set up a barrier to free conversation.
For example, while a man could talk to women about
menopause, it might be better to have a woman do this in order
to move through obvious baseline data more quickly. Conversely,
a woman could talk to men about use of Viagra, but it might
move more quickly if a male moderator led the discussion.

On the issue of race, it’s wise to match respondent and mod-
erator if any part of the conversation hinges on issues related to
gender or race. For example, if African-Americans were inter-
viewed about home mortgages, race may not be a factor until
you consider lawsuits from the ’70s where African-American
couples were told the price of a house was a high figure, while
white couples were quoted a lower figure. Even today, when the
focus group is about best place to get mortgages, race will come
up in the conversation. In these cases it would be best to match
the moderator’s race to the participants and defuse that line of
discussion when it arises. However, if the study also included
groups with whites and the best place to get mortgage rates, it
would be acceptable to use an African-American moderator for
all the groups because the issues of racial discrimination in get-
ting a house would be unlikely to come up with the white groups.

Match the research tool to the client. Providing the right
research tool for the client is the next step. I remember a client
calling to say they wanted 20 dyads of friendship pairs to test
ideas related to hand care and manicures. When I asked the rea-
sons for wanting dyads rather than traditional focus groups,
the client replied: “I went to this conference and one of the
speakers said dyads were the best tool for qualitative research
to eliminate the problem of thought leaders.” To me, that was
proof the last researcher he hired didn’t know how to manage
the group dynamics process effectively enough to control
thought leaders. It took a lot of convincing to get him to agree
to four traditional focus groups in two evenings taking eight
hours of time, rather than three days of one-hour dyads taking
nearly 21 hours of time.

From time to time, the “right” research tool isn’t even qual-
itative research. After talking to clients, it may become clear that
a quantitative survey is actually the right tool for achieving their
research objectives. Even though it may mean losing the client to
another firm that provides that tool, it’s best for the client.

One tricky area arises when a qualitative researcher has a
proprietary tool they like to use to serve clients. However, one
proprietary approach can’t meet the needs of all clients. When a
researcher tries to force fit their tool into the building blocks of
a client request, rather than provide the best tool to reach the
client’s objective, the project starts off flawed.

Listen to the client. Listening to the client’s needs is some-
times like being in a submarine and steering carefully around
mines. A client request doesn’t come in a vacuum, with you sit-
ting by the phone, poised to take the request and fill it. Requests
come somewhere between the tasks you’re already completing
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for other clients. I dream of the day when requests for the new
project come on the exact same day I mailed out the final report
to the past client. At any one time, a series of three to eight pro-
jects might be going on at the same time, each one moving
through the 12-step continuum from initial request to delivery
of the final report. That means listening to client needs is more
than just hearing the request. It means listening to where it fits
into your life.

Best practices recommend that the initial conversation with
a client look like an in-depth interview (IDI) or mini-group,
where the researcher asks clear and cogent questions to deter-
mine exactly what the client wants done, what expectations they
have, and if they have any concerns. If the call is a conference
call with all the key parties involved, there are also questions to
be asked about study logistics (e.g., sites, respondent profiles,
budgets, and timing). In some cases, the client gets clearer about
their needs in this conversation. A good researcher has a toolbox
of questions to get insights into the project so the client’s end
expectations are met. Try this question in the initial conversa-
tion about their research needs: If the focus group was only one
minute long, what one question must be answered? This type of
question helps the client focus on the most significant aspect of
the project and helps the researcher construct the research plan
that will help answer it.

Sometimes the research tool of qualitative research is meant
to be a hammer for clients. They want to use the findings to
break down areas of mystery about issues or consumers. They
may want to smash another department or decision maker with
data in order to encourage different decisions about the firm’s
products or services. It may be a sledgehammer of political force
where the research is meant to serve more as demonstration
than a tool.

Communicate with clients. Communicating effectively with
clients is perhaps the most important aspect of client/researcher
relationships. I have one client who deals with me almost exclu-
sively via voice mail and e-mail. I sometimes think she has a lit-
tle camera in my office to make sure that I’m not in when she
calls! What I do like about working with her is the clarity of her
communication. She asks direct questions or makes specific
requests, which makes it easy for me to clearly understand what
she wants me to know. She almost always follows up with a
phone message or an e-mail. This allows me to reply and keep a
copy of our dialogue to easily meet her requests or answer her
questions.

I have other clients who, after the initial inquiry for avail-
a b i l i t y, are nearly impossible to reach. To meet the needs of
both, I’ve developed some rules of my own for having the best
communication I can with clients. This seems to cut down on
misunderstandings and keeps project elements clear.

Once the initial request is made for research, I prepare a
three- to six-page proposal that outlines the study purpose,
research methodology, and specific pricing options requested
(e.g., four groups in two cities vs. all the groups in one city).
Clients don’t always want the proposal, but it’s a way to outline
what factors in the research methodology are driving the cost
estimates provided, making it easier to add or delete line items
when the project begins to shift with changes in specs.

S e c o n d a r i l y, with more than one project in stream at any
one time, the proposal keeps us straight on what we’re doing
specifically on each project. In addition, the written proposal
lets them know, in writing, that I’m clear about exactly what is
wanted and needed. 

After the project is awarded, I send a change-order memo to
cover situations when clients make changes to study elements,
such as shifting cities, changing recruiting specs, dropping or
adding groups or interventions, and making requests for more
clients to attend or special equipment to be provided. This
memo outlines what I understand to be the change requested
and any notes about how the change might affect the original
cost estimate. This simple one-page document has done more to
stop confusion about costs in the final invoice when compared
to the original estimates. It also shows that changes have ramifi-
cations on more than one area of the study. For example, a
change in a planned city site from New York to Philadelphia
might mean a rush charge by the facility for shorter timelines to
recruit. There might be a reduction in price because recruiting in
the Philadelphia suburbs might be cheaper than in midtown
Manhattan. It will also affect travel and per diem costs related
to the new site.

Once the recruiting is underway, it’s crucial to let the client
know how the recruiting is going. Some clients want the daily
grids that report who has been recruited for each group. Others
just want the numbers telling them how many are in each group
and how many are left to recruit. E-mail is a good tool for this
daily information report.

MAKE THE CLIENT RIGHT!
You should expect several revisions to screeners and guides,

a n d each iteration means we’re meeting client expectations.
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So what’s the 
“right” way?

Is there a right way to do qualitative market research

for clients? The answer is no because there’s no one

right way that would fit all clients. A new question

emerges: What are the recommended best practices

when providing qualitative market research for

clients? The answer: 

• Make sure you’re the right researcher for a client’s

needs. 

• Be sure you’re providing the right research tool for

the client.

• Listen carefully to the client’s needs––even

between the words.

• Stay in communication with the client.



“Make the client right” is a valuable lesson my mentors taught me
years ago. They warned me to never compromise the research or
do anything unethical. However, butting heads with a client over
small, ego-related issues isn’t a good way to build a relationship.

Clear communication with clients becomes particularly
important when problems arise. For example, a client wanted a
study to recruit men age 24 to 34 and age 35 to 45 who used a
particular bank service. A list was provided, and more than
80% of the men on the list in the age 24 to age 34 category “ter-
minated” because they no longer used that bank. It was clear
that a focus group of current users in that age range wasn’t
going to be possible. We could have thrown the problem back to
the client by saying, “It can’t be done. What do you want to do
now?” Instead, it seemed to work best to provide a menu of
solutions for the client and support them in choosing a good
r u n n e r-up to the original research plan. In that case, the client
was presented with three options. First, recruiters could phone
back the same respondents who were terminated and recruit a
group of “former users.” Second, they could do the study only
with those in the age 35-49 range who qualified. Or they could
pull an additional list of names and continue to look for
younger consumers.

Providing options, in writing, gave the client time to think
about what to do next. By offering part of the solution rather
than more of the problem, we gave the client a variety of ways
to solve the problem. They decided to go with calling back the
terminates and doing a group with the former users, hoping to
find out more about what made them leave the bank.The result-
ing insights were instrumental in clearing up some issues they
didn’t know about at the bank.

This example and ones like it have taught us that written
communications, in conjunction with conversations, are success-
ful in keeping lines open between client and researcher. Relying
too much on what was said in a phone call or voice mail puts
both parties at a disadvantage when it comes time to remember
what each party said. Clear communications are a key part of
successful qualitative research. Truly listening to the client and
tailoring research tools and approaches to meet their varying
needs can help researchers gain valuable insights and better
serve their clients. ●

Naomi R. Henderson is the chief executive officer of RIVA
Market Research. She may be reached at naomi@rivainc.com.
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