
GETTING STARTED 
AND PICKING 
RESEARCH 
CONTEXTS



WHAT IS A RESEARCH CONTEXT?

• It is the research setting that drives your theoretical question
• Finding a match between what you want to study and where 

you should be studying it is central to good qualitative 
research!
• You want to be able to say (ideally): “In no other context 

could you have studied this as effectively!”
• Addresses issues of the “generalizability” of qualitative 

findings



TWO WAYS OF FRAMING CONTEXT

1. This context is new and interesting: what can it us teach 
about consumers / markets /marketing?
• E.g., new technology, new trend, new political phenomenon, 

new…
• ”From context to theory” a more grounded theory approach

2. I am interested in X, which has not been explained in 
marketing / consumer research: where should I study 
this?
• E.g., bringing new theories from other sciences into marketing
• ”From theory to context”



McCkracken: Long Interview (1988)



Research idea Reviewing literature Data gathering Analysis Writeup

1. Some exploration of  context to orient yourself
2. Reviewing enough literature that you can start gathering data
3. Creation of  research protocol or interview guide
4. First batch of  data gathering (e.g. 2 interviews)
5. Early evaluation of  data (i.e., am I getting “good stuff ”?)
6. More data gathering, more comprehensive analysis
7. Re-engaging with the literature; critically rethinking research idea
8. Identifying blind spots and evaluating data saturation (negative cases?)
9. Finalizing data analysis; begin writing up final report
10. Finalizing report, revising research idea, literature etc. 



THESIS TIP #6:
If  you qualitative research, 
accept that your thesis
process will involve a lot of  
back-and-forth between
literature, data gathering, 
and analysis



CONTEXT TO THEORY:
COSPLAY (SEREGINA AND WEIJO 2017)



• Cosplay (’costume play’), a form of  masquerade, 
exploding popularity in the last five years
• Emphasis on self-crafted outfits based on pop culture 

source material plus performances at related events, 
namely comic book conventions
• Exemplifies ”playful” consumption: experimentation 

with identity, immersion, innovation etc.
• Highly time-consuming activity, costly
• Still somewhat stigmatized, ”not useful leisure”
• So what does this context allow you to study, 

theoretically?

COSPLAY



“Cosplay is highly time-consuming and 
costly (Gunnels 2009). Outfits can take 
multiple months or even years to build, 
with potential costs reaching thousands of  
dollars. Cosplay’s growing temporal and 
monetary demands invariably become 
problematic. Thus, we see cosplay as an 
ideal context for studying how ludic 
communal experiences are produced and 
sustained when consumers are faced with 
increasing instrumental costs.” 

COSPLAY



THEORY TO 
CONTEXT:
“The role and performance 
of  maintenance practices 
have not been studied 
within consumer research. 
Therefore, an ideal context 
for studying consumer 
maintenance would be…”



RESEARCH CONTEXT AND METHOD

Context: Sailing and Boat Maintenance in the Baltic Sea Area

“A boa t  i s  a  ho l e  in  the  wate r  in to  which  mone y  i s  poured .”  –Marit ime proverb

Sai l ing is  a  popular  le isure act iv i ty  in  F in land. Off ic ia l  reports  est imate that 
F in land, a  country of  5 .6 mil l ion inhabitants,  has at  least  50 000 sa i lboats  (Askola ,  
Takala and Tefke 2017) .  F innish  sa i lor s  a lso come from socio-economical ly  diver se 
backgrounds,  as  heavy state  and munic ipal  subsidies  through cheap land rent for  
boat c lubs and publ ic  harbor services  keep the costs  of  sa i l ing reasonable.  For 
s tudying maintenance pract ices,  sa i l ing proved ideal .  Sai lboats  require extensive 
and t ime-consuming maintenance due to the s ignif icant wear and tear  from harsh 
winds and corrosive sa l twater  (Mart in  et  a l .  2019) .  Boats  are often owned for  long 
t ime per iods and wel l -mainta ined boats  can remain in  use for  as  long as  60 years.  
Most  boat sa les  indeed take place through second-hand markets.  For example,  the 
law states  that  boats  longer than 5.5 meters  have to  be added to the of f ic ia l  F innish  
regis try,  and in  2017 the regis try  l i s ted 13 942 of  such sa i lboats  of  which only 29 
were f ir s t - t ime regis trat ions for  new boats  (Askola et  a l .  2017) .  The average age for  
sa i lboats  was 27 years  and a  survey of  reg is try  members further  found that 80% of  
sa i lboat owners  did “most ,  i f  not a l l”  of  maintenance themselves,  with  an average 
annual  maintenance spend of  1  801€  ( ib id. ) .  





A great research context intensifies
some element of human behavior, 
making it easier to perceive and study!



PLASTIC SURGERY?
“Extensive and ritualistic identity 
reconstruction” (Schouten 1991)



RETIREMENT?
“Consumer Identity Renaissance” (Schau et al. 2009)



SKYDIVING?
“Collective normalization of risk” (Celsi et al. 1993)



CLOTHING LIBRARIES?
“Balancing usage of owned and accessed objects 
within single product category” (ongoing project)



FAN SENSE OF BETRAYAL OVER 
THE ENDING OF A BELOVED 
VIDEO GAME FRANCHISE
BRAND COMMUNITY COPING (Weijo et al. 2019)



RESTAURANT DAY?
“How are consumer movements organized through 
collective creativity?” (Weijo et al. 2019)



• Research interest in food & health
• Inspired by former medical research on 

self-diagnosed gluten sensitive patients
• Focused on context itself too much, 

resulted waste of time and energy
• “Role of adapting diets in consumer’s 

life”
• Started fieldwork simultaneously with 

readings
• Used different Foucauldian concepts to 

explain the themes – overdid mix & 
match

Pelin’s Master’s Thesis Experience







• A student wanted to do a project on students’ 
alcohol consumption
• Took ages to get them out of “I study alcohol”
• What was the ultimate focus?
• “Consumer management of risk in edgework 

consumption”

RECENT MASTER’S THESIS PROJECT











Key point is looking at same context 
with a different theoretical perspective 
and finding a gap!

Further research ideas on influencers?
How brand choose which influencer they’ll work with?

Influencers perceived identity among high / low cultural capital consumers?

Influencers as consumers or marketers?

Credibility of influencers? 

Ethics of influencing?



Planning the interviews



MYTH: Qual research is less rigorous
or reliable than quant! I mean look at 
those small sample sizes!

TRUTH: Sample size is entirely
dependent on research project; even
small samples can produce saturation

MYTHS AND TRUTHS…



“Based on our analysis, we posit that data 
saturation had for the most part occurred by 
the time we had analyzed twelve interviews. 
After twelve interviews, we had created 92% 
(100) of  the total number of  codes 
developed for all thirty of  the Ghanaian 
transcripts (109) and 88% (114) of  the total 
number of  codes developed across two 
countries and sixty interviews. Moreover, 
four of  the five new codes identified in the 
Nigerian data were not novel in substance 
but rather were variations on already 
existing themes. In short, after analysis of  
twelve interviews, new themes emerged 
infrequently and progressively so as analysis 
continued.”





More interviews are needed when…
The more unstructured the interviews are
The more heterogeneous the interview sample is
The more complex the research topic is
The more researchers there are in a team
The less experienced the researchers are
If  the interviews necessitate a special setting







Although informed by a range of  related 
research, the findings are presented 
exclusively through verbatims drawn 
from six in-home depth interviews. […] 
Interviews were conducted in the 
informant’s homes and ranged from 2 to 
3.5 hours in length. 





“The first and third authors began following the 
transgression first out of  personal interest as both had 
played through the ME trilogy and the third author was a 
BSN member. Personal interest turned into collaborative 
inquiry in April 2012 when the transgression was still 
unfolding. We gathered data through non-participatory 
netnographic observation predominantly in the BSN 
online community (Kozinets, 2010). […] The BSN 
community data set consisted of  approximately two 
hundred threads dedicated to the transgression (length 
varied from a few replies to hundreds). Following Weijo, 
Hietanen, and Mattila (2014), we also expanded our 
inquiry outside of  BSN by following incoming and 
outgoing links to other sites, which led to insights into how 
the transgression was perceived outside the community. 
These secondary sources consisted of  videos, images, blog 
posts, and news reports. Data gathering, analysis, and 
engagement with previous literature all overlapped 
throughout the research project (Miles & Huberman, 
1994).” 





THESIS TIP #7:
When preparing your thesis
project, try to think in terms of: 
“My master’s thesis studies 
__________ in the context of  
__________. It is an ideal context 
for the study, because 
__________.” 



Emphasis on novel market context

Market context de-emphasized

Differences in consumers/marketers 
de-emphasized

Differences in consumers/marketers 
emphasized



Let’s go to break-out rooms!


