Examples of mixing methods in practice

‘Numbers aren’t the whole story, but neither is Quali’ : Sue Stanley, Unilever

I will present some examples of mixed methods in industrial consumer research, where their use is regarded as everyday and non-remarkable. The reason for widespread use is that the key criterion for judging the success of any research in business is ‘Is it useful?’, ie does it help in developing strategy, making decisions and taking actions. 

My view on research methods is the following :

· Qualitative and quantitative research each gives a partial picture : they are complementary.

· Sometimes, one alone is sufficient as a basis for action

· Often a combination is required.

Also business experience has shown that qualitative (text/visual) data provide a powerful means of communication to decision makers. Numbers alone can be persuasive, but verbatim comments and photographic/video images bring alive findings in a way that is immediate, real and intuitive to the recipient. In a consumer marketing environment they bring the customer much closer to the producer.

In practice it seems to be rare for a researcher to be truly ‘mixed’ in their expertise and practice. Qualitative and quantitative research each requires specific skills and there is a clear mindset/perspective difference. Perhaps a new breed of person is needed, who appreciates the perspectives and values of both and can combine them into something more than the sum of the parts?

There has been a change over time in commercial research practice : whereas 20 years ago quali was seen as a prior ‘hypothesis-forming’ stage to quantification (‘you must always follow up quali by quant’) it is now highly valued in its own right for the different type of insight it provides. Quali and quant are nowadays mixed in a variety of ways.

Four examples of some common uses of mixed methods in Unilever will be presented:

1. Open questions in a quant study

2. Quali to generate language/hypotheses, quant to test

3. Quant to map out the terrain, quali to fill in

4. Simultaneous quant + quali

The aim of presenting these will be to show that they do indeed satisfy the key commercial criterion : yes, they are useful.

