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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: In-Depth Interviews 

As the name implies, in-depth interviews (“in-depths”, or “one-on-ones”) use a single moderator-single 

respondent format, and are designed to generate highly detailed feedback at the individual respondent 

level. In-depth interview techniques vary, but they are grounded in social and clinical psychology. 

When Used 

In-depths can be used for similar reasons as focus groups, and at any point in the marketing process 

when a topic (1) needs to be explored in great depth or detail, or (2) in situations when focus groups are 

inappropriate or impractical. Most often, they are used to develop a detailed understanding of consumer 

attitudes, motivations, and buying behaviors. Sensitive topics (e.g., finances, relationship issues, per-

sonal hygiene) might only be approached on a one-to-one basis. In-depths are valuable in understand-

ing the purchase decision-making process, as well as purchase influence (e.g., husband-wife “dyads”, or 

family “triads”). They are used with physicians, pharmacists, attorneys, or business competitors or when 

focus groups among these types of professionals create a self-conscious or adversarial reaction. The in-

depth format eliminates these distractions, letting respondents focus on the questions being posed.  

Materials & Stimuli 

Like focus groups, the primary stimulus for in-depths is the moderator’s guide. However, the discussion 

guide is often much more detailed and specific. The guide may contain specific question-answer ex-

changes, and follow a choreographed sequence of discussion areas. As in focus groups, the guide re-

flects input from the moderator and client, as well agency researchers and external consultants. And, 

while the same types of stimuli used in focus groups can be used with in-depths, the following also ap-

plies: 

– With consumers, there may be use of psychological, motivational, and projective techniques to 

help ‘peel back’ the layers of an issue, and to get past any initial reluctance to share deeper feel-

ings. 

– In technical categories (e.g., medical or pharmaceuticals) information may need to be presented 

in detail and studied by the respondent. For example, in the case of pharmaceuticals) the modes 

of action, indications/contraindications, uses, and dosing or administration information. 

– Depending on the category, moderators may be specialized (or trained in an area of interest), as 

in-depth discussions can be highly technical. 

Variations 

In-depth interviews can be full in-depths or mini-depths. The primary distinction between the two is 

length. Full in-depths last 1½-3 hours, while mini-depths last 45 minutes to an hour. In-depths are bet-

ter-suited for discussions that require a highly detailed exploration of an issue, while mini-depths are 

better-suited to less technical topics. In most situations that require an in-depth technique, mini-depths 

are usually preferred over full in-depths for cost and efficiency. 

  



 Pocket Guide to Basic Marketing Research Tools 

 

Page 5 

In-depth interviews often take place at a focus group facility, but in-depth interviews can take place an-

ywhere that respondents are (for example, at medical conferences in a hotel suite). In-depths are usu-

ally, but not always, audiotaped or videotaped. Written transcripts of in-depths are essential (even more 

so than for focus groups) given the richness of verbatim responses, and a better ability to follow lines of 

questioning. 

Recommendations 

The same guidelines for focus groups apply to in-depths. In addition: 

• Do at least 10 one-on-ones with the same audience and same sequence of questions to provide a 

starting point for hypothesis development. 

• Conduct one-on-ones in at least two geographically-dispersed cities. 

Pros & Cons 

Pros: In-depths are a fast, direct feedback tool for understanding attitudes, motivations, perceptions, 

and beliefs. The feedback is rich and highly detailed, and provides marketing with consumer language 

and deep insight.  

Cons: In-depths are expensive on a per-interview basis and they can be time-consuming. As with focus 

groups, there is a strong tendency to “run” with preliminary findings, and bypass subsequent confirma-

tory stages. The researcher needs to manage expectations. 

Timing 

Cycle time (excluding stimuli preparation) from field start to an initial presentation is typically 1-2 

weeks, although this varies significantly with the number of interviews, screening requirements, facility 

availability, etc. 

Subsequent Steps 

In-depths are usually followed by additional qualitative research, or quantitative evaluation (concept 

screening/testing, copy testing, product testing, or strategic research). 


