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What is qualitative
research?

Agenda
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• Comparing qualitative and quantitative research
• Philosophical underpinnings of qualitative research

– Basic terminology of philosophy of science
– Basic paradigms in qualitative research

• Three major methodological approaches
– Grounded theory
– Ethnography
– Phenomenology
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Any questions
regarding the
practicalities?
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Thoughts
about the first
reading?
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QUANTITATIVE QUALITATIVE
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What does
that mean?
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“Quantitative techniques are mostly used to try
to pinpoint causality, usually between two or a
few variables where the independent and
dependent variables are defined. Qualitative
methodology is primarily directed to
understanding the complex and the elusive in a
systemic perspective more than to establish
unambiguous cause and effect relationships
between single variables. It is built on the notion
that life cannot be broken down into well-
defined constituent components. Reality is more
than the sum of its parts; there are also synergy
effects.” (Gummesson 2005, p. 312)

“The word qualitative
implies an emphasis on
the qualities of entities
and on processes and
meanings that are not
experimentally examined
or measured (if measured
at all) in terms of quantity,
amount, intensity, or
frequency”

(Denzin & Lincoln 2003)

Metaphors of quantitative and qualitative

QUANTITATIVE QUALITATIVE

The world as a machine The world as a network
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simplifying the complex

complicating the simple

Qualitative research is the
systematic use of curiosity
and intuition in a creative
process

Good qualitative research
creates new concepts or
”thinking tools” that change
our view of things,
sometimes even blow our
minds
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“One third of the interviewees
mentioned sustainable
consumption… Half of the
interviewees had bought organic
products… The word climate
change was mentioned in all
interviews and several times.”

Don’t count
the qualitative!

MI1
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”The interviewees strongly
linked sustainability to a
sense of moral duty and
sacrifice, like ’doing the
right thing’ (Heli) or
’thinking about future
generations’ (Tuomas).
For some, such
moralization was taxing,
like for Kristian how
worried about ’making the
wrong product choice’
and Tina who said
worrying about the planet
’can be so exhausting
sometimes.’”

Try to pick up the most
salient meanings, metaphors,
connections etc.

THESIS TIP:
If you do a qualitative
thesis, do not ”count the
qualitative”; focus instead
on identifying shared
meanings (through their
strongest manifestations),
and their boundaries!
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BREAKOUT ROOMS
How would you study Crossfit
either quantitatively or
qualitatively?

17

18



1/13/2022

10

Isn’t it interesting
how…

Why are modern consumers
drawn to this kind of “bare-bones”
activity?

Why are people drawn
to an activity that is
potentially dangerous
and fetishizes that danger?

Location: warehouses and basements
- what do these primitive locations
signify?

Communal aspects

Social media
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Tribal behavior at crossfit, both good and
bad (Dawson 2014; Pekkanen, Närvänen,
and Tuominen 2017)

Crossfit as experiential counter to “safe
and boring” white collar jobs, even an
escape from modernity (Herz 2014)

Crossfit as self-branding for the
“entrepreneurial self” (Heywood 2016;
James and Gill 2017; Nash 2017)

Crossfit as a response to societal anxieties
from systemic risks (Thompson and Isisag
2021)

Phenomenon

Lens Lens

Lens

LensLens

Lens
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THESIS TIP:
A context can be qualitatively
explained through multiple
perspectives, and your thesis will
provide just one; even if you have
data for several perspectives,
focus on just the one! (i.e., don’t
tell the reader everything you
learned in interviews)

What is the qualitative researcher looking for?

1. What is something like?
2. What are its constituting parts?
3. Where did it come from?
4. How are the things it is made of connected?
5. How does it work?
6. Can we find different variations of it?
7. What are the boundaries (i.e., what is it not)?
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When is it
best to do
qualitative research (in
a business context)?
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• Quantitative research requires a lot of
“bracketing” away variables; hides a lot of
contextual richness that might be important
– For example, do people buy under strong

emotions, do they buy as a parent or a single
person

• “What counts can’t always be counted”
– For example, buying flowers as a measure of

love
• Because things change or need to be

discovered in the first place!
– For example, gas mileage from the perspective

of sustainability
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Philosophy
of

science

Philosophy

IN GENERAL LANGUAGE

Equals roughly to a person’s
beliefs or worldview

IN ACADEMIC LANGUAGE

“The study of general and
fundamental problems
concerning matters such as
existence, knowledge, values,
reason, mind, and language.”
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Philosophy of science

• In the context of science, philosophy refers to
systematic critical evaluation
– Descriptively what science is and
– Normatively what science should be

13.1.2022
Laitoksen nimi
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Paradigm

Epistemology
What can we
know about

these things?
What are the sources
and limits of knowledge?

Ontology
What is
reality?

What is there in the
world?

”Concerns the ideas
about the existence”

”Defines how knowledge
can be produced and argued for?

Methodology
How can we

”get”
knowledge?

How can knowledge about a
given issue/problem be
obtained/produced?

”Concerned with how
we come to know the world”
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Paradigm

Epistemology
We can know

what consumer
experiences

are likeOntology
Can

consumers
have

experiences?

Methodology
How can we

study
consumer

experiences?

Research philosophy

• Together these form research paradigms
– a coherent set of assumptions about ontology,

epistemology, and methodology  They are usually
interdependent – when you “pick one”, you get the
others

– You always have one, regardless of whether you are
explicit about it or not
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E T H N O G R A P H Y  P H E N O M E N O L O G Y
E T H N O M E T H O D O L O G Y  S O C I O G R A P H Y
G R O U N D E D  T H E O R Y  F O U C A U L D I A N
D I S C O U R S E  A N A L Y S I S  N A R R A T I V E
A N A L Y S I S  S U B J E C T I V I S T  A P P R O A C H E S
O B J E C T I V I S T  A P P R O A C H E S  P O S I T I V I S M
P O S T - P O S I T I V I S M  I N T E R P R E T I V I S M
C O N S T R U C T I O N I S M  H E R M E N E U T I C S
P O S T M O D E R N I S M  P O S T - P O S T -
M O D E R N I S M  S T R U C T U R A L I S M  P O S T -
S T R U C T U R A L I S M  S C I E N T I S M
E M P I R I C I S M  R O M A N T I C I S M
C O N S T R U C T I V I S M  I N T E R P R E T I V I S M
P R A C T I C E  T H E O R Y  A S S E M B L A G E
T H E O R Y  C R I T I C A L  R E A L I S M  S Y M B O L I C
I N T E R A C T I O N I S M  T E X T U A L  A N A L Y S I S
N O N - R E P R E S E N T A T I O N A L  T H E O R Y
P S Y C H O A N A L Y S I S  F E M I N I S T  T H E O R Y
P O S T - C O L O N I A L  T H E O R Y  R A D I C A L
A L T E R I T Y  A C T I O N  R E S E A R C H
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The main approaches

Constructivism

• Social sciences
• Qualitative research

methods

Realism

• Especially in
applied science

• Both qualitative and
quantitative

Positivism/pure
objectivism

• Natural sciences
• Quantitative

method

Knowledge, meaning,
and truth emerge
through the interactions
humans have with the
world and its many
objects

”Meaning is
constructed”

Knowledge, meaning,
and truth exist purely
outside human
consciousness; the
world dictates our
reality

”Meaning is objective
(or doesn’t matter)”

Pure subjectivism

• Social sciences
• Qualitative research

methods

Knowlege, meaning, and
truth exist only within
human consciousness;
there is no world outside
the human mind

”Meaning is subjective”

Knowledge, meaning,
and truth exist also
outside the human
consciousnes, but it’s
only partially
apprehensible

Meaning is
constructed

Strong Constructionism Weak Constructionism

CCT
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Constructionism Realism Positivism

Nature of reality There are multiple realities
that are locally constructed
by social actors.

Sometimes called relativism.

There is an universal reality,
but it’s only partially
apprehensible, and social
actors experience it in
different ways.

Sometimes called (critical)
realism.

There is one, universal reality,
independent of social actors,
that can be “captured”

Sometimes called naïve
realism.

Nature of
findings

Findings are a representation
of a local reality

Findings form an close
enough approximation of the
reality

Findings form an accurate, true
picture of the reality (if
everything done correctly)

Role of the
researcher

The researcher is a co-
creator of knowledge;
objectivity is impossible,
biases should be
acknowledged.

This is called subjectivism

Complete objectivism is not
possible, but should be
approached as much as
possible

The researcher is an objective,
neutral observer who should
avoid all bias

This is called objectivism

Appropriate
methods for
data collection

Qualitative methods
(interviews, ethnographic
methods, projective
techniques, visual analysis,
discourse analysis, narrative
analysis etc.)

Quantitative and qualitative
methods (experiments;
surveys, interviews,
observation, action research,
case studies)

Quantitative methods (direct
measurement of the world)
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THESIS TIP
Don’t try to play ”bingo” with
complex social science
concepts; first, figure out where
your reserach roughly ”lands”
on the subjectivist-objectivist
scale, and go from there

THE ABILITY TO ANALYZE
QUALITATIVE DATA

PHILOSOPHICAL
UNDERPINNINGS OF
QUALITATIVE RESEARCH
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“However, there is increasing acknowledgement, not only in academic circles,
but also among marketing practitioners, of the need for the application of
qualitative methodologies in their truest and most fundamental sense in order
to gain valid insights, develop theory and aid effective decision making.”

What is the difference
between
method and
methodology?

41
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METHOD
a particular means for
gathering and analyzing data
to solve a problem

METHODOLOGY
a contextual framework that
explains how and why data
was gathered and analyzed the
way it was—including new
method development

”We began our inquiry with non-participating
netnographic observation to familiarize
ourselves with… We then conducted in-depth
interview with influential community
members to deepen our unstanding of… We
then expanded our netnographic inquiry to
outside the community to broaden our
perspective on the phenomenon … We also
developed a new method using computational
analysis that we call supercool qualitative
computing. This allowed us to… ”

THESIS TIP:
When writing your method
section, think more in terms
of methodology—describe
your method selection
process and explain why the
method was right for your
research aims!
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GROUNDED THEORY

ETHNOGRPAHY

PHENOMENOLOGY

THESIS TIP:
The majority of qualitative
marketing theses are (more or
less) grounded theory with only
interviews, the rest are
phenomenological or
ethnographic (usually
netnographic); grounded
theory is therefore the safest
choice and easiest to grasp
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GROUNDED THEORY

ETHNOGRPAHY

PHENOMENOLOGY

”Grounded” here means that theorization is
grounded ”in the words and actions of those
individuals under study.”
Big influence on the ”from open coding to
axial coding” analysis order (Spiggle 1994)
and negative sampling techniques
The researcher does NOT start a project with
a theoretical lens in mind; literature is part of
an iterative process of data collection,
analysis, interpretation with the ultimate goal
of achieving saturation
This premise is often misunderstood: ”An
open mind does not mean an empty head”
Highly pluralistic in what methods can be
added into the mix! (including quant stuff)

GROUNDED THEORY

ETHNOGRPAHY

PHENOMENOLOGY

Ethnography originates from anthropology, but
today is used in a lot of social sciences
Participant observation; prolonged interaction
in research setting and group; interviews
preferably in context
Important goal of rich description of context in
addition to theory building (“doing
ethnography” and ”writing an ethnography”)
Supports a plurality of methods
Ethnographic methods can be used in
grounded theory approached, but
ethnographies can also depart from grounded
principles
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GROUNDED THEORY

ETHNOGRPAHY

PHENOMENOLOGY

What is it to experience things?
”Essentially, the goal of phenomenology is to
enlarge and deepen understanding of the
range of immediate experiences (Spiegelberg,
1982).”
Popular in consumer research, especially in
studies of consumption experiences
Focus on language as an expression of
meaning; meaning stands for something in the
real world
”… the phenomonologist has only one
legitimate source of data, and that is the views
and experiences of the participants
themselves. ”

GROUNDED THEORY

ETHNOGRPAHY

PHENOMENOLOGY

Time Is a Pressure Cooker
Time Is a Map
Time Is a Mirror
Time Is a River
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Next steps
• 3-2-1 quiz 1 due on Sunday, January 16 @ 23.55
• Perusall 2 due on Tuesday, January 18 @ 14.00

– Belk, R., Fischer, E., & Kozinets, R. V. (2012). Getting
started: how to begin a qualitative research project.
Qualitative consumer and marketing research (pp 16 -
30). Sage.

(Suggested reading: Arnould, E. J., Price, L., & Moisio, R. (2006).
Making contexts matter: Selecting research contexts for theoretical
insights. Chapter in Belk, Russell W. "Handbook of qualitative
research methods in marketing", 106-125.)
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