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Preface 

This Guide is aimed at those new to the marketing research field. For seasoned professionals, it may an-

noy you: the sins of omission are many. A definitive guide to marketing research tests will remain elu-

sive, as the field is vast and ever-changing. My objective in writing this Guide was to cover, at a very high 

level, about 70% of the most common commercial marketing research tests being conducted now. New 

methods of obtaining insights and feedback are appearing every day, so it is an exciting time to be in the 

field. I hope to update this Guide as more methods are established and I have more time.  

That being said, the core study designs that worked 30 years ago have not really changed, and are un-

likely to change, because they work. This is true for in-person and digital data collection modalities. 

These core designs help marketers better listen to customers, develop hypotheses, evaluate ideas, and 

optimize the marketing mix. We use them all the time. 

There is no one “right” way to execute good research, but there are many ways to execute really bad re-

search – and I have seen my share. Remember that, as a researcher, you are the conscience of the busi-

ness. Marketing managers come and go, methods come and go, trends come and go. At the end of the 

day, the most valuable asset that your company has (besides you!) are its people and brand integrity. 

You are the firewall that protects brand goodwill from the heavy hand of ignorant sales and marketing 

managers. 

Research can be conducted in a “classical” sequence (starting with qualitative and moving into a variety 

of quantitative studies) but don’t let that get in your way. Ask yourself: is the chosen research method 

appropriate for the problem at hand? That is always the true test. 

I have not addressed the issue of online sampling. At the time of this writing, the sample industry was in 

a state of crisis. Online consumer panel respondents are recruited using a variety of questionable meth-

ods with little transparency. Anecdotal evidence indicates larger-scale operations designed to intention-

ally falsify results and thwart data reliability. Current methods of vetting and validating real respondents 

are not foolproof. Much more work clearly needs to be done in this area. Our industry is grappling with a 

solution. Big data is not the answer: we will always need to know “Why?”. 

Happy researching! 

Bob Walker 

Surveys & Forecasts, LLC 

April 2018 
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Qualitative Research: Focus Groups 

Focus groups are perhaps the best-known marketing research technique. Focus groups leverage the dy-

namics of group interaction to generate qualitative (i.e., non-projectable) feedback on marketing-related 

issues, and to develop hypotheses for future testing. They are not projectable to the larger population 

being studied. 

Focus groups are often misunderstood and frequently misused by news organizations and political oper-

atives. A TV host that asks people to raise their hands for “yes” or “no” is not a focus group; that is thea-

ter. 

When Used 

Focus groups are used at many different stages of the marketing process and can be conducted among 

virtually any audience. Typical uses include:  

• Exploring consumer attitudes, motivations, and buying behaviors 

• Identify insights and build consumer language 

• Feedback on ideas, advertising, formulations, or packaging 

• Internally generate ideas for strategic or organizational purposes 

Materials & Stimuli 

Often, the primary stimulus for focus groups is something that participants never see – the moderator’s 

guide. The guide is a “road map” in outline form that is used for group discussion. It is not a question-

answer document, but rather a flowchart for discussion areas. The exact sequence of topics often varies, 

depending on where the group goes. The guide typically reflects input from the moderator and client 

(and often includes feedback from agency researchers or external consultants). 

• For positioning and concept development, typically-used stimuli include benefit statements, 

“white card” concepts (with or without line drawings), or full concept boards (color visuals, 

headline, and body copy).  

• When obtaining reactions to proposed advertising, the stimuli may include rough print ads, sto-

ryboards, animatics, “steal-o-matics”, or fully-produced print or on-air executions. 

• In product development work, stimuli may include variations of a formula, product mock-ups, or 

R&D proto-types. Similar gradations of stimuli are used on packaging issues. 

Variations 

Focus groups can be full groups or mini-groups. Full groups typically consist of 10 respondents plus a 

moderator, and last two hours. Full groups are well-suited for discussions that require more extensive 

exploration of issues, that employ group exercises, or when there are numerous stimuli. In full groups, 

the relatively large number of respondents requires that the moderator be skilled at managing different 

personalities/points of view, and the ability to play respondents off of one another in a collegial way. 
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Mini-groups are a scaled-back version of full groups, typically consisting of 4-6 respondents, plus a 

moderator. They are shorter, typically 1½ hours or less. Versus full groups, mini-groups are well-suited 

to topics that require more individualized questioning (e.g., understanding motivations), or when recruit-

ing barriers exist (e.g., medical specialists, industrial buyers). 

Focus group facilities have two adjoining rooms: a room where the group discussion takes place, and a 

viewing room. The viewing room is where the observers sit, typically in a tiered row arrangement, behind 

a one-way mirror. Focus group participants cannot see you, but you can see them. Groups are typically 

audiotaped and videotaped. Written transcripts of groups can also be useful (e.g., verbatim responses 

later used in copy development) to ensure that there is a written record. Online groups work in much the 

same way, except that observers are hidden and respondents see one another. 

Common Focus Group Techniques 

• Pen and paper or on-screen exercises, used to obtain initial reactions to questions or stimuli without 

the initial biasing effects of other respondents’ remarks. 

• Associative/projective techniques to explore product imagery, by linking the product to people, 

places, or experiences (i.e., if this product were a person, who would it be?) 

• Benefit linkage, in which respondents are asked to link their initially perceived “rational” benefits 

with the true emotional or psychological benefits they receive. 

• “What if” or “mental excursion” exercises, typically used in brainstorming sessions, to push the 

group discussion outside traditional lines of thinking and into “white space” areas. 

Recommendations 

• Do at least two groups with the same audience in the same market to provide a starting point for hy-

pothesis development. Consider conducting groups in at least two geographically-dispersed cities. 

• Listen for patterns of response rather than specific one-time comments. Focus groups are not pro-

jectable or representative of the market as a whole: they are a tool to develop hypotheses about 

products or the marketplace. 

Pros & Cons 

Pros: Focus groups are a fast, direct feedback tool in a highly adaptable format. They are excellent for 

hypothesis development, and getting marketing teams involved in the research process. 

Cons: There is a strong tendency to “run” with focus group findings, (especially when they are positive) 

and bypass subsequent quantitative verification. The researcher needs to manage expectations. 

Timing 

Cycle time (excluding stimuli preparation) from field start to an initial presentation is typically a few 

weeks, although this varies depending upon the number of groups and screening requirements. 

Subsequent Steps 

Quantitative evaluation (concept screening/testing, copy testing, product testing, or strategic research). 


