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Li ke many in the industry, I have shifted responsibilities fro m
q u a n t i t a t ive to pri m a rily qualitative wo r k .As I transform into
the role of a qualitative re s e a rch consultant (QRC) at

M/A/R/C Researc h , I begin this path by confirming the notion
that I have a knack for qualitative re s e a rc h .

Ta ke a look at the definition of the wo rd :
knack n : 1 . A cleve r, expedient way of doing something. 2 .A spe-

cific talent for something, especially one difficult to explain or
t e a c h . 3 . A special skill, t a l e n t , or aptitude.

Some of those descri p t o rs - “ c l eve r,”“ s p e c i f i c ” and “ s p e c i a l ” -
d e s c ribe the ve ry nature of qualitative techniques. I n t e rv i ews with a
va riety of qualitative experts provided rich insight to this notion
a n d , u l t i m a t e l y, a list of pri m a ry characteristics of those who possess
the qualitative knack. ( N o t e :The term QRC is used to cover the
full spectrum of qualitative wo r k , not just interv i ewing and moder-
ating.) 

With qualitative re s e a rch on an upswing in the re s e a rch industry
(based on U. S. m a r ket re s e a rch spending, the segment grew by 3

p e rcent and 6 percent in 2003
and 2004, re s p e c t ive l y, a c c o rd i n g
to Inside Research, M ay 2005),
companies are finding more
q u a l i t a t ive projects on the tabl e
a n d , c o n s e q u e n t l y, a re seeking
e x p e rtise in qualitative design,
i n t e rv i ew i n g / m o d e r a t i n g , a n d

a n a l y s i s .The typical re s e a rch department is more likely to have
t r a i n e d , in-house moderators than ever before. A c c o rding to RIVA
Training Institute’s Exe c u t ive Director H. Grace Fuller, s even of
eight students in a typical training session re p resent corp o r a t i o n s
ve rsus independent moderators , a reve rsal of the pro p o rtion 20 ye a rs
a g o.

Based on my qualitative exper ience at M/A/R/C thus fa r, t h e
c o m p a ny feels I am cut out for a specialized qualitative ro l e. I lean
on the experts in the field to help me determine if this is my corre c t
p a t h , and by sharing this inform a t i o n , perhaps I can help others
d e t e rmine if they also have the knack.

I t ’s about people
When describing the characteristics of a good QRC, most are
l i n ked to an interest in people. A c c o rd i n g l y, if you are a “people per-
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s o n ” you also have a deep re s p e c t
for others . Fuller shares the RIVA
p h i l o s o p hy : h aving a deep re s p e c t
for people is the basis for eve ry
i n t e rv i ew. If you genuinely possess
this characteri s t i c, respondents will
open up to you and reveal their
t rue feelings and opinions.

Other QRC-endorsed character-
istics of moderators stemming fro m
a deep interest in and respect for
people include the follow i n g :

Intense curi o s i t y
Someone with a knack for qualita-
t ive re s e a rch wants to see beyo n d
the statistics: w hy people say what
t h ey say and do what they do. E ve n
those experienced in quantitative
re s e a rch discover the knack and
gr avitate towa rd qualitative re s e a rc h
due to strong curiosity about the
people behind the data, the depth
of their re s p o n s e s . Judith Langer,
senior vice pre s i d e n t , G f K / N O P
Worldwide and author of Behind the
M i rrored W i n d o w, d e s c ribes her early
c a reer in quantitative re s e a rc h :“ I
felt like a misfit.The nu m b e rs did-
n ’t ‘ t a l k ’ to me. I often felt fru s t r a-
t i o n . Life doesn’t seem to fit into
such easy boxe s .”This intense
c u riosity drew her to interv i ew i n g
and moderating, w h e re she fulfilled
a “ s t rong need and drive to get into
other people’s skins and ask, ‘ W h a t
is it like to be yo u ? ’ ”

Unconditional positive regard (UPR)
R e n owned psychologist Carl
R og e rs ’ UPR concept is commonly
applied to qualitative re s e a rch and
d e s c ribes an interv i ewe r ’s objective,
non-judgmental reaction to the
re s p o n d e n t , re g a rdless of pers o n a l
o p i n i o n s . Jeff Wa l kow s k i , p ri n c i p a l
of QualCore.com and president of
the Qualitative Researc h
Consultants A s s o c i a t i o n , e x p l a i n s
the importance of UPR when
i n t e rv i ew i n g : “ We may not like
what we ’re heari n g , but we need to
respect the re s p o n d e n t .You can’t
b ri s t l e.” C o nve rs e l y, you can’t reve a l
a “spark in your eye ” when yo u
hear something favo r a bl e.

“ E ve ryone is equal. Put on yo u r
p o ker fa c e.You need to keep yo u r
ego outside,”Wa l kowski say s .

Pa t i e n c e
Q u a l i t a t ive interv i ewe rs use
patience when drawing thoughts
and opinions from re s p o n d e n t s ,
especially the non-talke rs and the
non-stop talke rs . H oweve r, t h e
t u rn key qualitative process re q u i re s
patience thro u g h o u t .Wa l kow s k i
b e l i eves you need “patience all
a ro u n d ” - with re s p o n d e n t s , w i t h
c l i e n t s , and with yo u rs e l f. G iven the
complexities of collecting qualita-
t ive data and the “ m e s s y ” n a t u re of
the data itself, a patient approach to
design and analysis is necessary to
nail down the client’s objective s .

Good commu n i c a t i o n
Being interested in people goes
hand in hand with having good
c o m munication skills, essential to
the interv i ewing pro c e s s . QRCs are
good at two - way communication -
asking questions and listening - not
just with respondents but with
c l i e n t s .W ritten communication is
also a key characteristic in the
re p o rting and analysis phase, give n
the complex nature of qualitative
i n f o rm a t i o n .

F l e x i bl e
In addition to possessing “ p e o p l e ”
q u a l i t i e s , those with a qualitative
knack can not only handle the lack
of consistency across interv i ews and
p rojects but they also thrive on
va riety and discove ry of the
u n k n ow n . S p e c i f i c a l l y, t h ey are
f l e x i ble and think quickly on their
f e e t .

Q u a l i t a t ive work often ebbs and
f l ow s , resulting in a hectic schedule
with sporadic bu rsts of travel fol-
l owed by days behind a desk.
U n d o u b t e d l y, QRCs often find
t h e m s e l ves working odd hours away
f rom home. Langer describes quali-
t a t ive work as a “ va g a - b o n d
l i f e s t y l e ” despite the trend towa rd
online and telephone focus gro u p s .
Those with the qualitative knack

accept this lack of routine and have
the stamina to accommodate a non-
t r a d i t i o n a l , eve r - c h a n ging schedule.

Think on your feet
Due to the complexity of people,
each interv i ew or group has a
unique dynamic and outcome.
T h e re f o re, i n t e rv i ewe rs are com-
f o rt a ble facing the unknown aspect
of each interv i ew and can adjust
a c c o rdingly to meet the re s e a rc h
o b j e c t ive s .Wa l kowski points out
that interv i ewe rs may be forced to
t ry something they have never done
b e f o re, which re q u i res tre m e n d o u s
c re a t ivity and confidence.
Confidence makes it possible for a
QRC to be comfort a ble wo r k i n g
within a loosely defined pro c e s s
and changing a plan on a moment’s
n o t i c e.

P r o a c t i ve consultant
While all of the above characteri s-
tics are somewhat unique to the
q u a l i t a t ive segment, QRCs are still
re q u i red to be good consultants,
re g a rdless of re s e a rch methodolog y.
C a rol Stuckhard t , d i rector of cus-
tom re s e a rch at Hearst Publ i s h i n g ,
relies on the QRC to listen to the
c l i e n t ’s objectives and provide a
special “angle or view p o i n t ” t h a t
will make the re s e a rch better. I n
a d d i t i o n , a good QRC should
e f f e c t ively manage client expecta-
tions throughout the pro c e s s .

P s y ch o l o g i s t - j o u rn a l i s t
When asked to compare the char-
a c t e ristics of a QRC to those of
other fields, the va rious experts I
i n t e rv i ewed mentioned a psycholo-
gist and a journ a l i s t , the form e r
m o re interp e rsonal than the latter
yet sharing the common goal of
g a t h e ring in-depth inform a t i o n
f rom people.

D r. Jean-Claude Wa k i m , c l i n i c a l
p s y c h o l ogist and assistant pro f e s s o r
at Unive rsity of Texas Southwe s t e rn
Medical Center, d e s c r ibes a good
group therapist as having thre e
basic skills:

A c t ive listening:“ People don’t
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a lways say what they mean, so yo u
must hear eve ry wo rd and decipher
what they say,”Wakim say s .

R e f l e c t i o n : S ay what was under-
stood then confirm the meaning. I n
other wo rd s , the psychologi s t
repeats the message in his/her ow n
wo rds then clarifies the content of
the message with the re s p o n d e n t .

D i recting the traffic: In gro u p
c o u n s e l i n g , the psychologist mu s t
c l a rify one pers o n ’s statement
b e f o re moving to the next, o c c a-
sionally interrupting a gre g a ri o u s
p e rson or encouraging a shy one to
t a l k .

Bob Ledere r, founder of RFL
C o m mu n i c a t i o n s , I n c. , and publ i s h-
er of re s e a rch industry new s l e t t e rs ,
s h a red the pri m a ry characteri s t i c s
that make up a good journ a l i s t ,
echoing the same qualities that
m a ke up a good QRC:

Intense curi o s i t y :“ You have to
dig and be curious and never be
totally satisfied with what you came
up with,” L e d e rer say s .

The ability to think on your feet
in an interv i ew : In pursuit of the
best story,“ You must be quick on
your feet in all ways and ready to
switch gears ve ry quickly.”

C re a t ivity contained within
o b j e c t iv i t y : L e d e rer believes good
j o u rnalists use their own opinions
to breed cre a t ivity yet know how to
re p ress those same opinions and
remain objective during the inter-
v i ew process and in the final sum-

m a ry.
I n g e nu i t y : Good journalists find

the re s p o n d e n t ’s hot buttons in
o rder to extract the inform a t i o n
n e c e s s a ry for an interesting story.

A re the characteristics and skills
of a psychologist and a journ a l i s t
a ny different from those of a pro f e s-
sional interv i ewer or moderator?
C e rt a i n l y, a qualitative interv i ewe r
can apply the same characteri s t i c s
and skills despite differences in
i n t e rv i ew objective s .

Skills can be learn e d
Based on the above characteri s t i c s , I
feel that, ove r a l l , I do have the qual-
i t a t ive knack, though some charac-
t e r istics are stronger than others .
Fo rt u n a t e l y, those in my situation
who feel they are lacking key char-
a c t e ristics can acquire specific skills
t h rough learn i n g . A c c o rding to
R I VA ’s H. Grace Fuller, once yo u
d e t e rmine you have a deep intere s t
in and respect towa rd people, yo u
can then be taught the skills that
m a ke up a good QRC. F u l l e r
explains that it is critical to “ p u t
k n owledge skills into body skills.”
K n owledge skills are learned “ f ro m
a book” and through experi e n c e
while body skills are acquire d
hands-on through practice. She uses
an analog y :“ You can learn the the-
o ry of music without actually
k n owing how to play the violin.
This takes practice.”

S i m i l a r l y,Wakim emphasizes the

difficulty of teaching psycholog y
students to master active listening,
reflection and clari f i c a t i o n , w h i c h ,
in his opinion, can only be effec-
t ively learned through two to four
ye a rs of supervised practice, a “ l e a rn
by doing” a p p ro a c h .
K n ow your knack, find yo u r
n i c h e
C o nvinced that I do have the quali-
t a t ive knack, based on the charac-
t e r istics above, I draw from a solid
foundation of experience fro m
graduate school studies at
U n ive rsity of Texas at A r l i n g t o n ,
i n d ividual depth interv i ewing at
M / A / R / C, and observing my col-
l e a g u e s .As I strengthen specific
q u a l i t a t ive skills through learn i n g
and formal training, I know I can
become a successful qualitative
re s e a rcher by finding a niche ro l e :
re s e a rch design, i n t e rv i ew i n g / m o d-
e r a t i n g , a n a l y s i s , re p o rt i n g , or all or
the above.

So here I am at the onset of my
j o u rn ey from quantitative to quali-
t a t ive re s e a rc h . I’m going to take
some advice from RIVA and use
c o u rses to help re i n f o rce the expe-
ri e n c e s , l e a rn new skills, a n d
u n l e a rn bad habits. I’ll keep yo u
posted as to my progre s s , so you can
witness the metamorphosis and
gain insight prior to following yo u r
own path, should you decide that
yo u , t o o, h ave the knack. |Q


