
In conducting qualitative re s e a rc h , especially when doing a sizable nu m-
ber of focus gro u p s , t h e re is always the temptation to treat some of the
data as quantitative.T h u s , a re p o rt may contain such phrases as “a stro n g

m a j o rity of respondents pre f e rred the new to the old formu l a t i o n ,” even if
the re s e a rcher is concerned that such a “ m a j o ri t y ”has little meaning in the
real wo r l d .Client expectations, and the tendency to want to substitute focus
groups for pro j e c t a ble survey s ,m a ke this pro blem wo rs e.

In fa c t , h oweve r, the total sample ava i l a ble from a set of eight - or eve n ,
pushing the point slightly, a set of four or six groups or a set of 50 in-depth
i n t e rv i ews - is often sufficiently large to provide some measure of re l i a b i l i t y.
A sample of almost 100 people is usually large enough, for example, t o
e n s u re that the new ve rsion is not seriously wo rse than the old ve rsion and
indeed - because sensitivity in a survey only increases as the square root of
the sample size - may re p resent a perfectly re a s o n a ble number of interv i ew s
if one only needs a general sense of the marke t ’s re a c t i o n s .

The pro blem is not the sample size; the pro blem is the sample selection
and the interv i ewing pro c e s s .Those attending focus groups are rarely typical
of the market as a whole, and the discussion process is rarely typical of re a l -
life purchasing behav i o r.T h u s , ending a focus group by asking “Who pre f e rs
A and who pre f e rs B?” is unlikely to yield much except a dangerous self-
c o n f i d e n c e.S t i l l , because many clients will insist on asking such a question
and because it seems foolish to avoid asking the question if there is some
way to make the answer useful, we have developed a methodology that both

i m p roves on the quality of what we
n o rmally want to get from focus
groups and provides a better “ q u a n t i t a-
t ive ” re s u l t .

T h e re are three cave a t s :
1 .This pro c e d u re is not cheap;p l a n

on increasing your cost-per-re s p o n-
dent by at least $25 and perhaps as
much as $50, depending on how yo u
value your time.

2 .These results are only meaningful
if your respondents re p resent your tar-

get population.With simple consumer goods, focus group re c ruiting often
does not do this as well as one might wish.

3 .A c c o rd i n g l y, we suggest using this pro c e d u re pri m a rily for complex
financial and bu s i n e s s - o riented goods and serv i c e s .When you wish only to
evaluate a new flavor of toothpaste or the like, it is pro b a bly better to bite
the bullet and pay for a fast and inexpensive mall intercept or omnibus sur-
vey.
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Has an impact
We typically utilize a pre/post testing
f o rmu l a t i o n .When they are re c ru i t e d ,
respondents are informed that they will
be sent a questionnaire to be filled out
and re t u rned before the group begi n s .
We send this via Federal Expre s s , a n d
we enclose a prepaid Federal Expre s s
e nvelope for the re t u rn .This has an
impact all out of pro p o rtion to its mod-
est cost: our respondents become awa re
that we are serious and take themselve s
and their task seri o u s l y.We use this
q u e s t i o n n a i re to obtain all the useful
but time-consuming baseline data that
so clutter up the first 20 minutes of
most qualitative re s e a rch and to pre p a re
the respondent to think seriously about
the topic at hand.

We have attempted in the past to save
time and money by using either e-mail
or fa xes to distri bute the questionnaire s .
Neither works we l l . Fax distri bution is
s u rp risingly unre l i a ble for such studies;
a d d i t i o n a l l y, it limits the size of the
q u e s t i o n n a i re and inhibits the question-
n a i re ’s re t u rn .E-mail should work bu t
d o e s n ’t ;mail programs are sufficiently
va ri a ble that formats are destroyed and
what begins as an elegant questionnaire
can often become misaligned gi b b e ri s h .
We have abandoned attempts to use
either one.Both also lack the sheer
impact of a FedEx envelope and thus
e a rn lower response rates.

(Another approach is setting up an
i n t e r a c t ive Web site,with built-in ques-
t i o n n a i res and pre s e n t a t i o n s , and send-
ing out e-mails with instructions for
l og ging onto the site.Te c h n o l ogy for
doing this is just now becoming inex-
p e n s ive enough and easy to use to make
this viable and we will be testing such
tools in our next pro j e c t s .P ro p e r l y
d o n e, the cost should be competitive
with express service delive ry and the
i n c reased time to set up the site will be
compensated for by the reduced time
needed to analyze the re s u l t s . )

One recent study sent via Fe d E x
dealt with a bro kerage product designed
for a company ’s best clients. In the
q u e s t i o n n a i re we asked these clients to
rate their satisfaction with the compa-
ny ’s present product and to prov i d e, i f
p o s s i bl e, examples of other companies
who had better pro d u c t s .

We have found that properly moti-
vated respondents will easily fill out a

four-page (or even a six-page) ques-
t i o n n a i re. ( We have also found out that
m a ny will accidentally skip over the
middle pages of a questionnaire, so we
p rovide multiple re m i n d e rs that there
a re inside pages.) We keep these ques-
tions as simple and direct as possible and
minimize open-ended
responses...although we always include
a final open-ended question to allow
respondents to feel comfort a ble that
their opinions are being heard .A part i c-
ularly effective pro c e d u re invo l ves let-
ting respondents circle as many wo rds as
t h ey think apply to a pro d u c t , e n d i n g
up with a mu l t iva riate response grid of
rich complexity.

As in all self-administered survey s , i t
is important to avoid ambiguity or
e x c e s s ive subtlety.M a ny re s p o n d e n t s
p roved unable to distinguish between a
p roduct offering being “ s i m p l e ” a n d
being “ s i m p l i s t i c.”None of this is new s
to those who regularly use such ques-
t i o n n a i res but may be ove r l o o ked by
q u a l i t a t ive re s e a rc h e rs used to being
a ble to discuss answe rs with their
re s p o n d e n t s .

The answe rs must be submitted a few
d ays before the actual gro u p.Ye s , I
k n ow...sometimes they ’re not eve n
re c ruited until the day of the gro u p, bu t
you want these questionnaires back in
sufficient time to integrate what they
tell you into your sessions.Ty p i c a l l y, a
q u e s t i o n n a i re will contain questions
about reasons why something can’t be
d o n e,b a rri e rs to acceptance and re l a t e d
p ro bl e m s .By having these in place
b e f o re the group start s , one can focus
on how to ove rcome barri e rs rather
than spending time learning what the
b a rri e rs are.

In many way s , this is the most useful
aspect of this technique. Rather than
spending time determining reasons for
rejecting a new concept - which, to be
f r a n k , a re usually obvious before the
group has begun - the group can be
p resented with a list of objections
d r awn from their own comments.
Because these objections are indeed
f rom the gro u p, t h ey are accepted with-
out difficulty and time is more pro d u c-
t ively spent discussing ways to ove r-
come such objections. In addition,o f t e n
unexpected objections may surface in
the questionnaire s , and time can be
allocated to exploring these objections

in detail before examining how best to
ove rcome them.

T h u s , one goes into the focus gro u p s
k n owing how the respondents now
f e e l ,what issues face yo u , and what
must be done to ove rcome internal and
e x t e rior barri e rs to acceptance.S u c h
specifics provide excellent places for
e f f e c t ive group discussion, and a session
will typically end with the group hav-
ing both a good understanding of what
is being evaluated and a cogent set of
arguments for that good or serv i c e.

The “ p o s t ” wo r k
At the end of a discussion session,
respondents are sent off with a final
q u e s t i o n n a i re and an addressed Fe d E x
re t u rn enve l o p e.A g a i n , response rate is
ve ry high, and the few who fail to
re t u rn the envelope will almost alway s
do so if called and reminded by tele-
p h o n e.

The “ p o s t ”questions fall into two
c a t e g o ri e s :we re-ask several of the key
questions from the first questionnaire, t o
d e t e rmine if exposure to whatever has
been shown in the group has effected a
change in perc e p t i o n .And we ask key
p u rchase and interest questions:Wo u l d
you buy this? For how much? Is there a
p rice at which you would buy it and a
p rice at which you wo u l d n ’t? What are
t h ey? These answe rs , p re p a red after
thought and at the re s p o n d e n t s ’ l e i s u re,
uninfluenced by others in the gro u p,
p rovide the best measure possible of
t rue purchase intere s t . . . a lways with the
c aveat that the respondents actually be
re p re s e n t a t ive of the target population
as a whole.

The final re s u l t , in addition to
i m p roved efficacy in the groups them-
s e l ve s , is a solid measure of changes that
h ave occurred because of exposure to
n ew products or ideas and a not-unpro-
j e c t a ble measure of new product accep-
t a n c e.

It is wo rth emphasizing that this
technique does more than just prov i d e
a re a s o n a bly pro j e c t a ble form of mini-
s u rvey ; it also greatly enriches the focus
group itself. It does this by concentrat-
ing the re s p o n d e n t s ’minds on the sub-
ject at hand, eliminating much extrane-
ous discussion at the start of each gro u p,
and - most of all - allowing the moder-
ator to tailor each group to its unique
wants and needs. |Q


