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Qualitative research - or qual for short - is 
exploratory in nature and is used to gain an  
in-depth understanding of a certain topic. 

It is characterised by its emphasis on gathering 
rich, detailed insights through methods such as 1:1 
in-depth interviews (IDIs) or focus groups. 

The first-hand experiences and information gained 
from such conversations can help across the 
marketing cycle - from informing your strategic 
thinking to adding extra colour to your campaigns 
and content - uncovering findings that may 
not have been identified through quantitative 
methods alone.

In a world increasingly disrupted by AI technology, 
qual offers access to ‘unartificial intelligence’ - 
real-world human experiences, ideas, behaviours 
and attitudes - all there to be harnessed.

What is qual?
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Qual and quant: what’s the difference?
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In simple terms, quantitative (or quant) 
research focuses on numbers and statistics, 
while qualitative research deals with words 
and meanings. 

Although they’re often considered in binary terms 
as a choice between one or the other, in fact the 
right choice of methodology for you depends 
on your aims and objectives. While a single 
methodology may suffice, a dual methodology 
- as we’ll explore - can offer a huge amount of 
added insight value. What’s more it can help to 
mitigate bias and limitations inherent in using a 
single approach, increasing validity, and giving 
you results you can rely on. 

In short, a quantitative methodology gives you 
robust data you can draw wider conclusions from, 
while a qualitative methodology gives you richer, 
deeper insights.

Qualitative  
is typically...

Words and 
meanings

Smaller sample 
sizes

Open-ended 
questions

Indicative, 
illuminative

Quantitative is 
typically...

Numbers and 
statistics

Larger sample 
sizes

Questions with 
answer lists

Authoritative, 
representative
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Qualitative only 

Use qualitative insights to gain a deeper understanding into given topics 
or themes, using techniques such as in-depth interviews or focus groups.

Quantitative first, qualitative second

Use qualitative insights to connect the dots - understand 
the ‘why’ behind your quantitative results, shining a light 
on key findings or help your content cut through.

Qualitative first, quantitative second

Use qualitative insights to help generate ideas, test initial 
hypotheses and to inform what to ask in quantitative 
research.

Qual works well before or after quant
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1 
Diagnosis

2 
Strategy

3 
Tactics
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Focus: market understanding 
Illuminating the path-to-purchase 
Optimising product development 

Identifying new opportunities

Using quant: understand top-level audience  
views, priorities and needs 

Using qual: uncover the detailed attitudes and  
pain-points behind these views

Focus: setting your strategy 
Measuring brand awareness and perceptions 

Improving competitor insights 
Testing positioning and messaging effectiveness

Using quant: measure customer awareness, perceptions,  
and experiences of a brand and its messaging 

Using qual: explore the perceptions and reasoning behind their  
views and identify improvement areas

Focus: tactical execution 
Enhancing thought leadership and brand building 

Creating compelling content for demand generation 
Reacting to changes and trends in the market

Using quant: identify headline-grabbing insights  
for your marketing campaigns and content 

Using qual: understand the why behind the what,  
adding context and depth to your narrative

Harnessing qual insights in tandem with quant data helps multiply the value of your research

Quant and qual - the what and the why
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Planning for qual

Who is more important than how many 
Unlike quantitative research which offers representative data that you can extrapolate from, qual offers a more indicative view that is 
rich in detail. As such, it’s important that respondents have sound knowledge and understanding of the topic to be able to talk about it.  

Not a survey, but a guide 
A discussion guide lives up to its name – it is a guide to help with a discussion. The key word here is ‘guide’. Unlike quantitative surveys 
that are shown word for word, respondents in qualitative interviews will never see the guide and the moderator (the person conducting 
the interview) will not follow it literally. Your chosen B2B research partner will be best placed to handle the fieldwork but the goal is to 
create an atmosphere where the respondent feels they are leading the discussion, with the moderator allowing the conversation to 
flow naturally while ensuring they are gathering the required insights using relevant prompts. Our recommended interview length for a 
standard B2B research project is no more than 60 minutes, with it taking around 10 minutes to open and close an interview.  

The importance of moderator briefings 
A moderator briefing meeting is conducted when the discussion guide is ready, or nearing completion, just before the interviewing 
phase begins. This meeting is of significant importance in the qualitative process as it provides an opportunity to thoroughly discuss 
the objectives and guide in detail. It enables moderators to ask questions and gain a clear understanding of the main aim of each 
section in the guide, ensuring they can effectively gather the required insights during their interviews.
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What are you looking to achieve? Let’s talk! 
 
From shaping strategic planning, to insights that illuminate campaigns and content, get in touch with us to discuss 
how qualitative research can help you achieve your objectives: 
 
enquiries@vansonbourne.com
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Uncovering ideas.  
Connecting the dots.  
Cutting through.

Lauren Woodley 
Senior Research Manager

Ruth David 
Research Manager
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Stronger insights. Smarter strategy.

vansonbourne.com

https://www.vansonbourne.com
https://www.vansonbourne.com
https://www.vansonbourne.com

