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At M/A/R/C Research we often spend as much time in 
our qualitative projects identifying the sample and de-
veloping the screener as we do in developing our dis-
cussion guides.  A good sample is truly one of the core 
pillars of good qualitative research… we need to have a 
purpose and a reason for inviting every respondent in a 
qualitative research project … every respondent counts!!  
If we want to understand when and why people shop at 
one store versus another, we need to make sure we talk 
with people who shop at both.  If we want to understand 
why people switch back and forth between two brands, 
we need to make sure we talk with people who switch…
it won’t do much good for this research objective if we 
talk only to loyal users of both brands.

Ensuring the right sample is a combination of thinking 
through the people we want to talk with (designing the 
sample) and then asking the relevant questions that 
make sure we get who we want (developing the screen-
er).  Before sample design, you need to have clear, 
concise study objectives.  After goals have been devel-
oped and approved, identify who you need to talk with 
in	order	to	meet	those	objectives.		Again,	be	as	specific	
as possible in identifying the people you want to talk 
with.  Looking at the recruiting process, I like to think of 
it	as	the	“4Ds”;	1)	Define	study	objectives,	2)	Design	the	
sample, 3) Develop the screener, and 4) Defend – run 
through some “dummy” scenarios in the screener to 
ensure you are going to get the sample you intended.

Use an appropriate methodology…

“Before sample design, you 
need to have clear, concise 
study objectives.”
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Once	you’ve	identified	who	you	want,	there	are	a	couple	of	items	to	
keep in mind which will help with recruiting efforts and getting the 
most out of each participant: 

1) Use an appropriate methodology…one that is conducive to 
your targets participation.  M/A/R/C has many qualitative methodolo-
gies that we use and it is important to weigh the audience with the 
type of platform that they will be using.   Is it a hard to reach audience 
that is constrained by time…do we need to go to them or conduct an 
online	session?		Is	it	difficult	to	get	the	audience	type	together	at	the	
same time…do we need one-on-ones (either in-person or phone) or 
online methods where they can come in at their own convenience.  Is 
the methodology age appropriate or skill level appropriate…almost 
anyone who can type an email can participate in an online bulle-
tin board, but one must generally be a little more “tech savvy” and 
hopefully a faster typist to participate in an online focus group which 
typically moves at a much faster pace.  Part of our responsibility as 
qualitative researchers is to identify the best methods to encourage 
audience participation; often we’ll recommend to our clients a meth-
odology different than what they were originally envisioning knowing it 
will help to give them the audience they want or need.

2) Compensate adequately…make it worthwhile for your audience 
to participate.  Always plan ahead and make sure you know what the 
“going rate” for your audience is.  Compensation may not always be 
monetary and never underestimate the importance of information…
for some B2B studies we’ll provide condensed or limited study results 
as compensation.  If timing is an issue or it is critical to ensure that 
you recruit all of an audience, it’s often worthwhile to add a little extra 
to the honoraria and make it harder for the respondent to say “no”.  
We recently conducted a study with an audience that was essential 
to meet our study objectives; the sample was fairly limited and re-
stricted.  Working with our client, we offered upfront almost 30% more 
in honoraria than we would typically offer for this type of audience, the 
result…recruiting was actually completed in about half the time and all 
but two who were recruited, ended up participating.  As you are going 
through the recruiting process, it’s never a perfect solution, but don’t 
be	afraid	to	increase	compensation	if	you	find	many	qualified	respon-
dents aren’t willing to participate.  

The importance of having the right audience in your research endeav-
ors can’t be overlooked.  Spending the time upfront to identify who 
you want to talk with, asking the right questions to get them in the 
study, and helping ensure that respondents participate fully will help 
make your qualitative research efforts successful. 
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