Session Nine: Formative Research and Qualitative Data Collection

This session focuses on formative research and collecting qualitative data.  

At the end of this session, participants will be able to:

· Understand the importance of formative research;

· Determine the type of research needed for a specific project;

· Recognize important questions to ask when planning formative research;

· Identify existing databases and research sources; and,

· Generate ideas for obtaining additional data.

Let’s start by reviewing the steps in the social marketing process.  The six steps include initial planning, formative research, strategy formation, program development, program implementation and tracking and evaluation.  This session provides useful information to help you move beyond initial planning and initial model building into the formative research phase.

In the initial planning step you used existing data, a marketing mindset, and the logic model to develop an initial model to work from.  This formative research process consists of determining the key decisions that have to be made to achieve your program goals, identifying the information you will need to have to make these decisions, and designing your research methodology to be able to answer your questions.  

Some questions that may help you initially identify the information that you are going to need to make key decisions include:

What are the most important behavioral determinants relative to your target audience?  Not only will you need to consider the forces that directly affect an individual’s behavior, but also the forces that affect an individual’s perception of the behavior. 

A second question may be, which of the benefits associated with the healthy behavior are the most attractive to each of your target audiences?  Just because you think the health benefits associated with exercise are the most important, doesn’t mean that this is the most attractive benefit to your audience.  They may find the stress release or body sculpting benefits more attractive and more motivating. 

Another good question to ask is, who influences your target audience’s behavior?  It’s very important to identify the individuals and groups that have the most influence over your target audience’s actions.  

Additionally, you will want to know, what are the best places to give information about your product or services? And, where are consumers in the right frame of mind to hear your message?  For example, if you are trying to get people to call a 1 800 number, a primary source of advertising using billboards designed to catch people during their work commute may not be a good idea.  You want to determine during your formative research if people are in the right frame of mind when they are passing by those billboards, and if they have the ability to get pen and paper and write down that number.  Maybe you are better off reaching them when they are sitting and waiting, such as in a doctor’s waiting room or post office.  

Also important to know, which spokesperson should be used?  We have a tendency to want to use celebrities, however they have not shown to be overly successful on social marketing campaigns.  People often don’t see celebrities as being representative of them.  Celebrities are used in commercials to catch the public’s attention, but individuals are probably not going to adopt a healthy behavior just because a celebrity recommended it.  Another thing that happens with famous people is that they are hot one week and the next week they are not.  Or they are involved in some sort of scandal.  Several campaigns have had to be scraped because of bad press that came out about a celebrity.   So, the important question to get from your target audience is, “who is a good person to communicate the message?”  In the N-T-C-S-M cancer-screening project, respondents from our target audience commented that they wanted to hear messages from a cancer survivor, or from a female physician.  So it is important to keep those key elements present in the development of advertising campaigns.

A final line of questioning that you will want to explore includes, what promotional activities would be most useful in facilitating change?  What kind of promotional activities are you looking for?  The tendency is to jump to the conclusion that when working with teens a rock star incorporating the message into a video will catch their attention.  Instead, we need the target audience to tell us what activity would facilitate behavior change.  

As you begin the formative research phase, you want to include some “backward” planning.  That is to determine ideally, when all is said and done and your formative research is completed, what will your report look like?  What kind of findings will you have?  You can set up charts and use mock findings to see if your formative research is going to answer the questions that you need to have answered.  

You also want to focus on the research process and determine the type of analysis that is going to be needed… how will the study be designed?  …who is going to analyze your data?    At this point, working with a subcontractor or a university might be beneficial if you don’t have analysis expertise in house.  

Remembering your role as the manager of the social marketing process, at this time you will want to make a list of all the information that you need to collect.  You will also want to convene your research team, possibly asking them to prepare a mock report, discuss potential findings, and review and approve the research design.  You will also need to consider your roll in reviewing and approving the research instruments.  This includes not only surveys, but the focus group and interview guides that are used as well.  Additionally, you will want to establish a realistic time table that includes when things are due, when reports should be submitted, and when regular meetings will be held to update progress.  Remember, the key to thinking like a marketer is to check in with your audience.  As such, you don’t want your researcher or your research team to go out to the field and collect three months of data without updating you to determine if research needs are being met.  Instead, have your researchers check-in periodically with their findings so you can help determine if any modifications to the plan are needed.  Time and budget are obviously going to influence study priorities and the decisions that you make.  

As you plan formative research, you typically have some preliminary data on your intended target audience.  Usually this data has been gathered from a review of the literature.  Because of the information you have, you may have a sense as to whether the audience members have made attempts in the past to make a behavior change.  You may also have insight into whether they have the skills necessary to practice the new behavior or what their current intentions are regarding changing behavior.  If answers to these questions are not available, then your research will start with finding the answers to these questions.  If you have studies suggesting the answers to these questions, then your starting point is to verify that the literature findings hold true for your actual population.  

Other things to consider as you are designing you instruments and creating your research plan, what does your target audience already know about this topic?  Do they consider themselves to be at risk?  Do they believe the risk factors associated with the problem?  When considering AIDS there has always been a problem with people believing they are not at risk.  For some reason, elderly people, what ever their sexual orientation is, do not believe they are at risk for AIDS.  They think it is a young persons disease.  So, it is important to figure out what misconception people have, regarding knowledge, belief, and attitudes associated with the behavior you want to help them change.  

At this time, we also need to remember exchange theory.  What benefits will the target audience get if they adopt a healthy behavior?  If we want to promote quitting smoking, as a scientifically-minded health professional we might be tempted to talk about the fact that for every year that you quit, you can increase your life by another five years.  But that might not be a benefit to the target population.  They might find more benefit in the fact that stopping smoking can help their teeth look whiter.  For our program to be successful, we need to know what a particular target audience sees as a benefit.  

We also need to know about the competition.  Competition is an ever-present factor in the concept of social marketing.  Often it can be difficult to figure out who or what the competition is.  If you want to promote exercise, the competitor is usually not some other form of physical activity, but instead it is inactivity… sitting and watching TV.  We need to understand what our target audience thinks and feels about the competition, and we need to know what they like and dislike about their current behavior.  This is where Stages of Change or another type of theoretical model might be helpful.  If you want to increase physical activity among children and they already believe they are very physically active, they are not likely to consider adopting an exercise program.  As such, you may want to consider a different target audience.

It is also important to know what barriers or what costs the target audience believes they have to pay to adopt the behavior, and whether they are willing to make that exchange.  When we talk about the price or cost, we’re not talking about actual monetary value.  Instead, we’re talking about the emotional and physical costs.  Would your audience be willing to invest in the emotional and physical cost of having a free or low-cost mammogram?  With the possibility of having some negative results, do they need to know in advance that if something is found during their medical testing, there is also free or low-cost treatment available to them?  

Two other categories to look at are perceived risk… whether they believe themselves to be personally at risk; and self efficacy, whether they think they have the skills and resources needed to practice the behavior.   The issue here becomes, does your target audience feel confident in their ability to adopt the health behavior?

We also want to know as much as we can about who influences our audiences’ behavior.  A “network analysis” may be helpful at this stage, or you can also consider a second phase of formative research designed for a secondary audience.  To know who influences your primary audience, who they believe, who they admire, and on the flip side, who doesn’t influence them, and who they don’t believe is important to your social change efforts.

We also need to look at the “norms” for the population both culturally and geographically.  For people who live in rural areas it might be the norm that they go in once a year for medical care.  This information is important because creating a program that is asking them to do something on a weekly basis or a monthly basis might not fit with the geographical norms of the area.   

We will also want to know specific demographic information.  We may have already used some of this information to tentatively segment our audience to help us plan our formative research phase.  Some of the demographic characteristics to consider include ethnicity, age, level of formal education, marital status, and geographic region.  An interesting point to remember is that the difference between urban and rural audiences can often times be more profound than anything we might predict with ethnic or racial differences.  

Psychographic data also provides important insight into our target audience.  Psychographic data includes the audience’s hopes and fears, as well as their dreams.  Let me share some quick examples to further highlight the importance of these concepts.  Sometimes in cancer related projects, respondents report that the fear associated with discovering something is so overwhelming that even though they value and see the importance of preventive screening, they are still too afraid to go for a screening.  In this instance, it would be important to develop a campaign that addressed this fear.  When considering dreams, past social marketing projects have found that parents have tremendous hopes for their children, and they want their children to have better lives than they have.  That dream that parents have for their children can be an important benefit to promote when you are talking about immunizations, or other types of preventive health care.  Another important psychographic to address is how members of your target audience view themselves in the world.  Do they see themselves as being a significant part of the mainstream population?  Or do they think they are insignificant?  

Media habits are another important characteristic of the audience.  Sometimes information on media habits is available from marketers in your area.  However, there is usually a cost associated with it, so you will have to look at your budget to determine if purchasing this information is a cost effective strategy.  If you do plan to purchase this information, it is still a good idea to confirm that the findings hold true for your specific audience by collecting similar data on a sub-group from the target audience.  Some questions to consider include…. What type of television shows and radio stations people listen to?… Do they trust the information that comes from those sources?…  What time of day do they listen and watch, and for how long?…  Are they doing other things, like ironing, folding cloths, or grading papers?…  Are they in the right frame of mind when they are listening to radio on the drive home, or watching TV first thing in the morning, to get your public health message?…  Which information channels do they prefer?  Parents of young children often tell us that they watch TV shows on the public broadcasting service in the morning and afternoon when their children are watching Sesame Street or Barney.  But they don’t necessarily use this as source of information, or they are only half listening if they are in the room.  In contrast, they consider the evening news programs or the adult programs in the evening, as a time when they are in a more appropriate frame of mind to get the message.

Social marketing uses both quantitative and qualitative research findings.  Next, I’d like to spend some time talking about qualitative data collection.  

The use of qualitative data, particularly in the beginning stages of formative research, is very important.  By the time you move into the formative research phase, you have probably already completed a literature review where you have gathered materials from other programs.  For example, you may be interested in developing an osteoporosis campaign for your local area, and your literature review turned up a successful, national campaign for osteoporosis.  At this point, your most effective move is probably to determine if the information and resources from this national campaign are appropriate for your target audience.  To accomplish this, you can use individual interviews or small focus groups.  By showing members of your target audience the messages and materials from the national campaign and analyzing their reactions, you can determine if the materials are appropriate for your audience. Another way to begin the qualitative data collection process is to gather key points from the literature and determine if those same points are relevant to your target audience.  

In planning a time line for your qualitative data collection, you will want to plan for anywhere from three months to eighteen months.  Where your project falls within this range is going to depend on the amount and quality of your existing data and what happens when you are “in the field” with the first round of data collection.  If you find that your target audience is responding very similarly to what you see in literature or you have heard from other campaigns, your formative research can be cut very short.  If, however, you are getting significantly different results, and you are finding people are offended or turned off by something they are seeing or hearing, then formative research is going to take more time.  Obviously, your budget is going to play a key factor in creating the timeline.  How much support you have from upper level administrative personnel and how supportive your key staff members are, will also play a significant role in establishing a timeline.  

Let’s focus back in on your specific responsibilities as the manager of the social marketing project.  At this time you are going to need to provide an orientation to the problem for your research team, as well as present them with the key decisions that need to be made.  Additionally, you will need to obtain any necessary clearances.  At universities we work with institutional review boards, but there are similar organizations in the state health department.  You need to determine up front if you are required to have these types of clearances in order to begin data collection.  As a manager, you will not only want to pave the way for the clearances, but also assistant in determining the types of permission or consent needed and how this information will be collected and stored.  

As the manager of the social marketing project, you will also have responsibility for providing final approval at multiple stages, including approving the research design and sampling plan, survey questionnaires and interview guides, as well as the analysis plan.  You will be in charge of approving dates and giving the go ahead to move on.  So think about your own project at this phase.  What types of data do you need to collect and what methods do you think you will need to use in order to collect that data?

The first decision you will need to address is whether to use your in house staff or subcontract to another agency.  Initially, the expertise of your staff and the budget for your project will play key roles in making these decisions.  Other points to consider include the complexity of the research and how large the sample needs to be in order to produce reliable data.  If you have to do a statewide survey, for example, your in house staff might not be able to take time away from regular responsibilities to travel throughout the state to collect data.  So, it might be more feasible from both an analysis standpoint and a financial standpoint to subcontract out.  Also, consider the skills and workloads of your in-house staff.  Maybe they are well trained in some areas but could use some more training to meet program needs.  As a manager you want to consider whether additional training would help this be a more productive project or whether a subcontractor is warranted.  Consideration must also be given to whether the data will be accepted if it comes from in-house.  Will you need to use an outside agency just to help create trustworthiness?  Sometimes hidden agendas, conflicts of interest, and organizational culture prevent internal staff from effectively collecting unbiased data.  If this is true within your organization and your budget permits, using a contractor for your data collection may add credibility to your project.  If your budget does not allow you to hire an outside research firm or consultant, sometimes you can find pro bono assistance.  Colleges and universities may have graduate students who are looking for projects.  If you agree to let them use the data collected for their thesis or dissertation, they might be willing to offer consultation services to you at no charge.  

If you decide to make this an in house research project, as a manager you will have several decisions to make about your research team.  Who will manage this project?  …Will it be you or will you assign it to someone else?  …Who will be responsible for research design? …  Who will be responsible for instrument development? … Who will supervise the people in the field?  Who will train the staff of volunteers?  Who will actually conduct the research, distribute the surveys, conduct the focus groups, analyze the data, and write the final report?  

If you decide to subcontract your project to an outside researcher, as the manager you also have key decisions to make.  The first will be to set up an in-house management review team, to assure there is a constant relationship between the outside agency and your department.  Some key questions to ask when choosing an agency to work with include… Does your group have experience working with a similar target audience?  Remember to keep in mind that when working with an ad agency or research agency that does not have experience in social marketing, some of the terminology that is used may be unfamiliar to them.  Does your research group have expertise in both qualitative and quantitative methods?  Often, a research firm has quantitative research skills, and experience designing surveys and analyzing data.  Less common is for them to have had experience conducting focus groups or individual interviews and doing the coding necessary to analyzing qualitative data.  Is this research company going to be available during the time frame that you need?  What other projects will they be working on at that time, will your project be a priority in their organization, and can they work within the budget that you have offered them?  Lastly, make sure to check references to confirm how well this agency is working with other clients.  Call as many references as you have access to, to identify the stresses and strains that occurred through out their projects.  

Now, lets shift the focus to some background on qualitative research.  Qualitative research comes from the fields of anthropology and sociology.  Although sometimes referred to as ethnographic or subjective research, which in actuality are terms referring to specific types of qualitative research, the term qualitative research encompasses a broad research spectrum under which multiple subcategories fall.  Qualitative research describes the “how” and “why” of the problem and is often used to compliment the quantitative data that provides answers to the “what” of the problem.  The best example I have heard about this comes from sports.  If you have bet on a game, the only thing important to you is whether your team won or lost… your team scoring higher than the opponent, say 16 to 12, determines if you have won your bet.  That’s sort of a quantitative question.  However, if you are a recruiter and you are trying to figure out if anybody on that team has talent you are interested in… or you are an advertiser and you possibly want to be associated with that team … it’s important to know more.  Your team may have lost, and to the betting person that’s all they need to know, they didn’t win.  But why did they lose?  It may make a difference to you as a recruiter to know the entire second string happened to play that evening… and the fact that they scored 12 points might say a lot about that second string team.  Qualitative research tells us how and why that team lost.  And qualitative research is a lot more than conducting focus groups!

Qualitative research has some basic tenants.  First, the sampling plan for qualitative research is purposive (explosive) rather than random.  Researchers specifically seek out types of people that represent the audience we are focusing on.  Second, in qualitative research, the data emerges as the research progresses.  Initially, the questions may be very broad, but as the data collection continues these questions are refined to become more specific.  Third, the subjects participating in a qualitative study play a role in the interpretation of responses.  We ask probing questions, like “is this what I heard you say” to assure that we understand our subjects and they understand what we are asking.  

A down side to qualitative research is that the results typically can’t be generalized to other populations because we so specially sought out a group of people who represented our needs.  As such, they are probably not representative of a general population.  Another downside to qualitative research, conducting a face-to-face interview or being a focus group moderator requires a significant amount of training.  It takes great skill to avoid leading an individual or audience to answer questions the way you would like them to be answered… and, in the case of a focus group, to allow the focus group to flow without much intervention.  Few opportunities are available for students or people interested in gaining more expertise in this area, so there are not many opportunities for them to acquire training.  Good qualitative research accounts for reliability and validity.  One key factor is inter-rater reliability.  Inter-rater reliability can be measured by developing a coding system to apply to transcriptions from an interview, focus group, or field notes.  Two researchers then code the same information using the system and compare their results.  High inter-rate reliability is achieved when both researchers have coded the information in a similar manner.   

Focus groups are a very important tool for a qualitative researcher.  But, again, qualitative research is far more reaching than focus groups!  Some examples of qualitative research reaching beyond focus groups include:  individual interviews, group interviews … a very structured series of questions as compared to the less structured focus group, projective assessment… which involves having people look at pictures or visual media and asking them to project how it makes them feel, what they think about, or the first thing that comes to mind, and finally observation.  Observation and the benefit or value of observation can’t be emphasized enough.  You can observe as a participant or you can observe “undercover.”  Let’s say you are working in a health department and you are having trouble getting people to use your services.  You want to find out how to promote your services in a better way.  A good first step is to “pretend” to use the service.  Follow the same path that people attempting to use your service would follow, and find out what obstacles they encounter.  Sit in the waiting room… is it pleasant to sit there… is it clean… is it noisy… are people treated well by the front office staff? 

Document analysis is another form of qualitative research.  Document analysis involves reviewing notes, financial records, and program reports.  Case studies, key informant interviews, Delphi groups, oral histories, and situational analysis, are additional examples of qualitative research.   

Psychographics, as we mentioned briefly earlier, are a very important pool of information to get on your target audience.  This includes data related to the influence that work and leisure activities, peers, social norms, and media habits have on the target behavior.  Unfortunately, you just can’t get this information from a survey… you need to talk to people one-on-one to find out what their hopes are for the future, what their dreams are, and whether or not the healthy behavior that you are trying to promote fits in with their lifestyles.  

During the formative research process you collect all kinds of data… whatever you can get your hands on that relates to your project.  This includes epidemiological data, which you can get from multiple sources, including state-level data from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.  You are also going to gather everything you can from professional and popular literature and from existing databases.  Your qualitative research is going to be used to substantiate whether what you predict as your behavioral determinants are actually relative to your target audience. Qualitative research is also going to help you define new behavioral determinants and gives you some preliminary information to use for your pre-testing.  

Qualitative research offers a “wide-angle lens” to look at benefits and barriers, satisfaction of services, sources of influence, personality factors, and values.  You might be able to determine the key personality factors when you look at barriers and benefits or behavioral determinants… is the person a risk taker… or does the person feel motivated to modify their behavior?  Qualitative research will help determine audience members’ attitudes on the target behavior and how they view the behavior change in regard to the rest of their life.  Is this something they plan to do forever?  For example, are they starting an exercise program because they plan to make it a life long habit, or because they want to get ready for their high school reunion?  

Some of the more intimate questions that can be asked to help shape and define the psychographic data would be… what does it feel like to be you?  What is a typical day like for you?  When you do breast and cervical cancer projects, it’s amazing how many things women fifty-five and older do in a day.  It’s important for us to know exactly what we are asking our target to do and how costly it may be, because then our advertising campaign can focus on the idea that… yes… there are a lot of things in your day, but taking time out for protective health care can help prolong the days you have to do those things.  

In determining the right methodology to use in qualitative research there are some key things to consider.  Focus groups are very helpful when you need to explore an issue or topic… you don’t have a lot of information, but you need to get a sense of what people think and feel.  Focus groups are also very useful if we want to witness the exchange between users and nonusers of a program.  If you call together a group of women who plan to breast feed and women who plan to bottle feed, you will witness some very interesting discussions between the two groups as they talk about the various barriers and benefits to the behavior choice they have made.  Focus groups can also be useful to concentrate on a smaller part of a larger issue, such as if you want to talk about why women may not want to use a particular provider for a service as opposed to the larger issue of why women aren’t getting the services at all.  Focus groups are not appropriate when the topic is embarrassing or when there is a potential loss of confidentiality because people share information in a group.  

Individual interviews are best for collecting information about sensitive topics.  If you plan to ask people to divulge confidential information… if there are going to be cultural issues that you don’t understand… or if you predict the communications skills among the target audience are going to be poor and they are not likely to want to volunteer information in a group, individual interviews would be the tool of choice.  Individual interviews are also a good choice when you want a very specific point of view as opposed to a point of view that may be influenced by the presence of other people.  

Observations are best to use when you need to observe the actual pattern or process that people are going to be following as they attempt to use a service or adopt a behavior… when the environment is going to play a key issue, such as whether it feels like a safe environment to get help with substance abuse or a safe environment to access domestic violence services...  if you are not likely to get people to share this information or they don’t have permission from supervisors to talk to you… if you are interested in staff or people who don’t want to acknowledge that they are using specific services...  if you find you are getting very differing types of information between two groups, maybe your clients are telling you one thing and the staff is telling you something else, go observe for yourself… if you don’t have permission to talk to a group, observation can provide important insight… and, if you are just not sure where to start with your research, following the trail a potential client would follow may give you some ideas.   

When considering quantitative research issues, the concept of triangulation helps validate research findings.  Triangulation helps insure that data doesn’t come from one source or from one researcher.  Instead, it comes from several different places, is collected using varying methods, and is analyzed by different researchers.  If you are subcontracting it is less of a problem, because you can hire researchers with varying backgrounds.  If you collect your data in house, make sure the task doesn’t fall to just one person.  Instead, you will need more than one researcher and more than one analyst, and you will want to keep cross checking you information, reviewing as many documents as possible, and keeping very good records.  As you come to the end of the process, or if you come to a stalling point, get an outside prospective.  Let somebody who is not at all familiar with your target audience or your project read your data and look at your results.

Last, I would like to share some tips for good data collection.  If you are in doubt about how to ask a question or whether to follow up on an issue, always go back to your research questions.  If the question or issue isn’t important to your research question, then we don’t want to subject people to having to take time to provide information that we are probably not going to use...  it might be interesting to know, but if it’s not related to the research questions, don’t ask.  Always pretest interview and focus group guides.  What made sense and sounded right in the research meetings might not make sense when asked to the target audience.  In one experience with the breast and cervical cancer project, we ask people to define what a mammogram was.  We began with “if people came from another planet, how would you explain to them what a mammogram was?”  This was very, very confusing to the target audience.  They would go off about whether they believed in life on another planet… or whether they would have to develop a different language to use with people from another planet.  In any case, it totally missed the point.  We wanted to know how you would explain to someone what a mammogram was, and by pre-testing the interview guide we knew that that question was not going to work.  We also got some suggestions as to phrasing and terminology that might work... and that is important, too.  Revise the process or guide if it’s not working, don’t try to force it to work.  Stop, go back to the drawing board and design a new guide or new process.  Make sure you are always talking to the right people.  In addition to the target audience, you need to speak with key stakeholders.  And, finally, make sure your interviewers and moderators are well trained and that they have been observed.  If you are using people in-house, do a couple of practices before you go out in the field.  If you are using a research team that you subcontracted, ask to sit in on some of the interview or focus groups to see if their expertise is in line with your target audience. 

In summary, formative research often relies on qualitative data to help us gain a better understanding of our target audience.  If we know what influences our audience, what they perceive as costs and competition to the behavior change we are promoting, their perceptions of how great their personal risk is and how capable they are of changing their behavior, and key demographic and psychographic information about the individuals we are targeting, we can design more effective social change programs.  Qualitative research is important to the formative research process.  Qualitative data can be collected in many ways and is not limited to conducting focus groups.  Qualitative findings help describe the “how” and the “why” of your problem.  Consideration for your current staff, data collection needs and project budget will help determine whether to collect your qualitative data in-house or contract with an outside agency.

