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1. Types of qualitative online 
research
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Qualitative online research methodology is based on common for Internet users 
means of communication: forums, blogs, chat, messenger etc.

• online focus groups (OFGD)

• online forums/bulletin boards

• online diaries

• online interviews

• Delphiblog

• Expert online panel

• Desk research (Blogoscope)

Qualitative online research 
types:

Qualitative online research. Types
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• 8-12 people (in one FGD)
• There can be several groups (minimum  2 

recommended)

• Spontaneous judgments
• Programs, sites and advertisement testing

• Chat (With the help of specifically 
developed software)

• OFGD conduct – about two hours each
• Analysis – 3-4 days

Purpose:

Method:

Sample:

Terms of project fulfillment:

Online focus groups
Method characteristics
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++

--

• Faster

• Less expensive

• Possibility of simultaneous communication with 
respondents from different cities

• Possibility of niche TA studying

• Do not yield to FGD in quality and quantity of 
received information in case of simple objectives

• Absence of personal contact

• Problems of control (simultaneous presence of all 
participants, junction of all participants in 
discussion)

• Respondents should be fluent with computer and 
keyboard

• Difficulties with projective techniques application 
– lack of group dynamics

Compared to 
classical FGD
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Online focus groups
Advantages and disadvantages

It is worth mentioning that the above-mentioned online FGD disadvantages can be overcome through video-chat 
implementation, in which moderator can see participants, communicate with them and track their non-verbal 
reactions. However, at this moment, because of technical possibilities limitations, the given option is hard to 
obtain (insufficient carrying capacity of broadband internet, absence of web-cameras with most of participants)
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• 10-15 people in each forum

• Category, product, brand 
perception, U&A

• Testing: visual materials, 
advertisement, banners…

• Forum/bulletin board

• Conducting of one forum – from 2 
days to 1 week depending on 
objectives 

• Several forums can be conducted 
simultaneously

• Analysis – one week 

Considered to be the most effective online method, has no analogies offline

Purpose:

Method:

Sample:

Terms of project fulfillment:

Online forum/bulletin board
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Preserves benefits of online FGD, however is a more convenient 
option for participants and moderator:

++

• Respondents answer questions 1-2 
times per day any time and in any place 

• The researcher gets a quite sufficient 
amount of information ready for analysis

Compared to online 
FGD

Online forum/bulletin board
Advantages
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• 5 to 30 people

• Basic ethnographic research – offline 
diaries analogue 

• Allows to study respondents’ every day 
behavior in certain sphere

• Online blog (diary) keeping – every day 
infill

• Infill: 3-4 days to 3-4 weeks

• Analysis: up to 2 weeks

Purpose:

Method:

Sample:

Terms of project fulfillment:

Online diaries
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Economic option of offline research, bonus of 
interactiveness

++

• Large amount of information, possibility of 

texts, photo, video, pictures installation, etc. 

for getting a more vivid picture 

• Possibility of enduring observation (up to 3-

4 weeks)

• Interactiveness – possibility to communicate 

with respondents and ask clarifying questions 

in the course of blog infill (absent in offline 

option)

Compared to offline 
diaries

Online diaries
Advantages
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• Conducted with the help of special programs 
for OFG or through common messengers 

• Advantages – time and money saving, time 
and place comfortable for moderator and 
respondent

• Significantly simplifies recruitment of hardly 
accessible audience 

• Conducted in time comfortable for 
respondent

• Can be conducted in several stages (for 
instance, respondent needs time for data 
specification or it is necessary to comment 
on some process in its dynamic)

Realized in two options

Online interview with consumers

Online expert interview:

Online interview
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• Internet discussion (bulletin board) with Client, 
studied category experts and GfK researcher 
participation, with the last one moderating a 
forum and analyzing results

• The study is conducted in several stages:

1. Initial studying topic discussion (for 
instance, some market condition, 
prognosis of its development, perspective 
of new product introduction, etc.)

2. Analytical report preparation

3. Report discussion with the same experts 
who participated in a forum – in online 
interview format, getting more precise 
expert definitions, comments and 
recommendations 

4. Report final version preparation

What is Delphiblog?

Methodology

Delphiblog
GfK Emer (Spain) experience

12
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Launched in 2004 in Great Britain as an expert 

panel of large (50-500 employees) corporative 

clients of British Telecom within Voice of the 

Customer Online programme project

Target audience – IT directors

The main application spheres: 

• Studying current behavior, decision making, 

clients attitude to various topics, etc. 

• New proposals of ВТ (British Telecom) testing

• Crucial topics, sore subjects studying

• Marketing communications observation and 

analysis

The history of creation

Key tasks

Expert online panel
GfK NOP Experience

13

• Successful innovative project

• High degree of panel participants 
involvement, as well as their cooperation 
with BT employees

++
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• This is a selective monitoring of online territories 
connected with studied brand, product, 
category, phenomenon 

• The name of this type of research was borrowed 
by us from our Spanish colleagues (GfK Emer) 
that actively use this method

• In fact it is a desk research in Internet, allowing 
to get information regarding image, positioning, 
trends, data about different target audience 
segments, etc. 

• Sources: specialized forums, blogs, chats, etc.

• The most common usage spheres: set up
Delphiblog (experts identification) as well as 
trends studying

What is Site-Sonar?

Methodology

Desk research (Site-Sonar)
GfK Emer experience

14

• !!! A research does not require fieldwork 
conduction that allows to significantly lower 
project costs and terms of its fulfill

++
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2. What qualitative online research 
can and can not
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• Discussion of various topics in question-answer 

format, getting spontaneous opinions/evaluation 

regarding different stimuli, brands, etc. 

• Testing advertisement, visuals

• Basic ethnographic research (everyday usage 

practices description/ product choice, photo diaries)

• Studying hardly accessible TA (experts, 

corporative segment, high income segment, etc.)

• Sincere answers

• Absence of moderator/interviewer
influence

They allow:

Are good for:

Qualitative online research
Opportunities
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• Nonverbal contact – behavior analysis

• Don’t provide group dynamic, projective 

techniques are hard to apply

• In-depth/projective image, positioning, etc. 

studying 

• Detailed U&A studying

• Ethnographic research connected with necessity 

of direct/ visual consumers behavior observation

They don’t allow:

Aren’t good for:

Qualitative online research
Limitations
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++

++

• Fast

• Comparatively inexpensive

• Large amounts of information immediately ready 

for analysis

• Social barriers elimination (especially important for 

“sensitive” topics: money, sex, religious/political 

views…)

• Elimination of time and space limitation (especially 

important for busy people, hardly accessible 

audience for offline research)

• Psychological barriers elimination (even introverts 

express their opinions on the topic, respondents are 

in circumstances habitual for them and experience 

no pressure)

Reduction of project 
terms and budget

Barriers overcome

Qualitative online research
Bonuses
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… we are speaking only about Internet users and 
the results can not always be extrapolated on other 
consumers

… online users can differ substantially from non-
users of Internet due to specifics of Internet users 
profile, as well as involvement in Internet 
environment

… while studying product information search 
sources/channels online information sources will 
prevail with Internet users that can be not typical 
for other consumers

What should be 
remembered?

Qualitative online research
Peculiarities of results interpretation
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3.Сase study. Crisis 
research
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3.1. Project methodology
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• Research design represents combination of two methods. We 
have used online forums and online diaries

• The first stage. 4 forums 

• The second stage. 8 online diaries

• Men and women: age – 20 to 40 y.o.

• Average to average plus income

• Citizens of Kiev, Kharkov, Dnepropetrovsk, Lvov

• Active Internet users (use it two times a week and more often)

• Time of research conduction: February-March 2009

How?

Stages

Who?

When?

online research
Design
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• To define term ‘crisis’ in costumers’ eyes – definition and 
perception

• To study consumers’ self-definition in times of crisis –
impact on basic values and priorities

• To study the impact of crisis on financial/purchasing 
possibilities of consumers

• 4 Forums, 10 to 14 participants in each (distribution by 
age and income)

• Forums duration – 3-4 working days

• At the beginning of the day moderator left questions to 
which participants answered during the day. Moderator had 
an opportunity to ask specifying questions, participants had 
an opportunity to discuss things interesting to them with 
each other

Methodology

Studying 
objectives

The first stage
Forums
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EX
AM
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E

• In the forum accessible for its participants only moderator creates a topic and asks questions, 
to which forum participants answer any time convenient for them

online forum
Example of technical realization (1)



25

GfK Ukraine Qualitative methods in online research May 21, 2009

• Forums imply a possibility for moderator to ask specific individual questions, probe answers

online forum
Example of technical realization (2)

EX
AM

PL
E
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EX
AM

PL
E

• Forums also allow respondents to discuss things with each other

online forum
Example of technical realization (3)
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EX
AM

PL
E

• Each respondent has an opportunity to communicate with a moderator privately, with the help 
of personal box (private message)

online forum
Example of technical realization (4)
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• To study consumers buying behavior during the crisis

• To define consumers micro-strategies in reaction at crisis 

economic conditions

• 8 online diaries

• Diaries were infill by men and women of 20-40 years from 

4 cities: Kiev, Kharkov, Lvov, Dnepropetrovsk

• Each of the respondents at the end of the day described 

how he had spent his day – where had he gone, what he 

had bought, how changes coming with crises had influences 

his decisions

Methodology

Studying 
objectives

The second stage
Diaries/blogs
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EX
AM

PL
E

• Respondent creates a topic for every day in which he describes his day, according to 
instruction received from a moderator

online diaries
Technical realization example (1)
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EX
AM
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E

• Moderator, just like in forums, has an opportunity to ask specifying questions

online diaries
Technical realization example (2)
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3.2. TOP LINE RESEARCH  
RESULTS
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• Economic recession, decay

• National currency devaluation

Women:

• Financial system collapse

• Inflation

• Enterprises closing

Men:

• Decrease of industries profitability, 
prevalence of expenses over incomes

• Instability, unpredictability

• Massive dismissal, unemployment rate 
growth 

• Poverty, decrease in level of life

Women:

• Backpay

• Credit payments rising

• Prices growth, population paying 
capacity decrease

30-40 y.o. (rarely – positive consequences)
• Market purification: removal of “extra” players
• Immovable property cost decrease

++

-- --

--
• «Overblown» economy

• Consumption ideology

• Irrational resources spending
Initial reasons

Economic consequences Consequences for population

General understanding of economic crisis term
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Prices 
rising/inflation

Prices 
rising/inflation Problems with workProblems with work

Decrease in 
activeness of larger 

cities population

Decrease in 
activeness of larger 

cities population

Outburst of 
delinquency, fraud

Outburst of 
delinquency, fraud

Crisis consequences:

Crisis influence on life in the country/city
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Crisis influence on people around

++

--• Conversations about crisis

• The question “where to take money”

• Negative mood

• Aggression VS Apathy

• Less rest, more work

• Decrease of trust to banks, politicians, state

• «Rallying» of society  

• Friends and relatives support

• Rationalization of resources usage 

• Values review – bringing relations with close 

people and friends to the forefront 

Negative (more 
often)

Positive (less 
often)
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Crisis personal perception – impact on respondents’ life

FOR ME CRISIS IS…

• Uncertainty about tomorrow 

• Increase of working place value

• Quality of life decrease:

• Economy regime 

• Refusal from earlier planned events

• Cutting down entertainment budget

• Collapse of hopes and expectations VS. 

Changes in life

• Change of attitude to money

FOR ALL:

FOR THOSE ESTABLISHING 
DECREASE OF PAYING CAPACITY



36

GfK Ukraine Qualitative methods in online research May 21, 2009

Expenditure amendment

• Clothes and footwear

• Leisure and entertainment

• Technical home appliances and 
electronics

• Sport, work-outs

• Expensive food

• Clothes and footwear

• Leisure and entertainment

• Technical home appliances and 
electronics

• Sport, work-outs

• Expensive food

• Food (especially important for 
families with children)

• Medications and hygiene

• Public utilities, phone

• Credit paying off

• Home pets care

• Food (especially important for 
families with children)

• Medications and hygiene

• Public utilities, phone

• Credit paying off

• Home pets care

OBLIGATORY EXPENDITURES

ON WHAT TO ECONOMISE 
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ECONOMY STRATEGIES

Economy strategies

• Refusal from purchases of not first 

necessity

• To postpone big purchases

• To refuse from expensive trips

• To limit leisure time spending

• To plan one’s expenditures

• To buy things where it is cheaper

Economy strategies

• Refusal from purchases of not first 

necessity

• To postpone big purchases

• To refuse from expensive trips

• To limit leisure time spending

• To plan one’s expenditures

• To buy things where it is cheaper

Key strategy – maximally avoid “extra” expenditures, rationalization of money-
spending
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Micro-strategies of economy

In general, women are more likely to save money in the period of crisis – they are 
ready to change their consumption habits adjusting to new conditions

While buying goods of every day 

usage
• To buy things where it is cheaper and/or 

with discounts

• To buy cheaper and/or “simpler”

products  

• To buy «favorite» products less often 

and in smaller amount

• To buy inexpensive goods that don’t get 

spoiled in large mount for future (male 

strategy)

• To take limited amount of money to the 

store, not to take children there (female 

strategy)

While buying goods of every day 

usage
• To buy things where it is cheaper and/or 

with discounts

• To buy cheaper and/or “simpler”

products  

• To buy «favorite» products less often 

and in smaller amount

• To buy inexpensive goods that don’t get 

spoiled in large mount for future (male 

strategy)

• To take limited amount of money to the 

store, not to take children there (female 

strategy)
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Micro-strategies of economy

• To go for a lunch into 

less expensive places

• To buy less food for 

lunch/less expensive food

• To cook more 

themselves, to take lunch 

from home

• To give up going to 

cinema, theatre, less often 

– to visit guests

• To spend leisure at home 

in family circle

• To use less expensive 

public conveyances

• To walk if possible

• To cancel taxi usage

EVERY DAY FOOD 
CONSUMPTION

LEISURE

EXPENDITURES 
FOR 
TRANSPORTATION 
(Kiev)
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Expectations from crisis

++

• Reformation of economic system, new 
opportunities discovery

• Improvement of services quality due to 
strong competition 

• Stage-by-stage improvement of situation in 
the country, return to “before crisis” condition

• A stimulus to improve oneself, search new 
ways of development, think about future

• Further prices decrease for real estate and 
land, improvement of living conditions

• Expenditures rationalization, more 
reasonable resources spending

For country 
economy in 
general

For oneself 
personally
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Crisis threads

-- • Further uncertainty without knowing what 
will be tomorrow

• Crisis deepening:

•Hryvna devaluation, prices increase, 
public utilities fees enlargement 

• Default, «return to 90th»

• Less often: chaos in the country, 
delinquency growth, civil war

• To loose work and means of subsistence 

• Large unplanned financial expenditures –
illnesses, technical appliances breaking

• For those who have credit – fair of pawn 
property loss

• For those who have a deposit  - fair of it 
being not returned

For oneself 
personally

For country 
economy in 
general
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4. Conclusion
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Conclusion

> Despite of skeptics’ opinions, we consider qualitative online research to be a full 

all-sufficient studying instrument that can be used as both independent 

instrument and a component of more complicated complex research 

> An absolute benefit of qualitative online research is the speed of its conducting 

and relatively low cost

> Moreover, qualitative online research has a number of characteristics that can 

not be obtained in offline research:

>Possibility of simultaneous respondents participation from different cities and 

even countries in a group/forum; 

> Removal of social and psychological barriers due to anonymous 

participation;

> Facilitating access to hardly reachable target groups
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Conclusions

> Assuming all the above mentioned benefits and disadvantages of 

qualitative online research, they are best for solution of the following 

objectives: 

> Express-testing advertisement materials for other communication 

channels (visuals, ads, posters) 

> Pilot research: short U&A, studying attitude and perception of 

researched category in general

> Studying hardly reachable target audiences

> Research directly connected with Internet-environment (for instance, 

web-sites testing, banners, blog sphere studying, etc). 

> Qualitative online research is also an optimal option when terms are 

limited or the research budget is relatively small
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Conclusions
Application spheres vs methods

45

• online forum

• online interview
Studying hardly reachable target audiences (high income 
target groups, niche target audience, reachable in the 
Internet) 

• online forum

• online interview

• Site-Sonar

Studying “sensitive” topics – social problems, finance, 
health, sex, etc. 

• online expert panel

• online expert interview

• Delphiblog

Expert research

Objectives Recommended methods

Advertisement materials testing (ТВ ads, posters, 
advertisement in magazines, banners) 

• online focus group or online 
forum

Web-sites testing

• with consumers –online forum

• with experts – expert online 
interview or Delphiblog

Pilot market/category research,  U&A, studying of research 
category attitude and perception in general or to a 

brand, product

• Site-Sonar

• online forum
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Thank you for your 
attention!


