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Why Hire a Professional Qualitative Research Consultant? 
 
By Paul Tuchman 

The economy is slowly recovering, but businesses are still doing all they can to cut costs, and 
marketing research isn’t immune. One place where trying to save money can be very short-
sighted is qualitative research; do-it-yourself may work elsewhere, but doing qualitative yourself 
isn’t a good idea, for several compelling reasons. 

Here are five key reasons why you should save DIY for painting the house or refinishing the 
backyard deck, and why you’ll get a far bigger bang for your qualitative buck when you hire a 
professional: 

Qualitative research is a lot more than just talking to people. 

While it may look easy, qualitative research is actually far more complex. A poor moderator 
follows a script; a skilled professional takes cues from respondents and is always thinking on 
the fly, changing wording, adding questions, following a promising tangent. The professional 
knows almost instinctively when to speak and when a silent pause is the best probe. And the 
professional does it all with a combination of empathy, understanding and humor that feels 
natural and flows smoothly. 

A professional moderator draws on a wealth of past experiences. 

Every time I talk to respondents, I conjure up an amazing array of past interactions and 
emotions – the passion of a teenage surfer, the fear of an incontinent senior, the worry of an 
uninsured mom, the hope of a new dad, the joy of a kid eating an 
ice cream cone – and can instantly call on those memories to help 
me gauge how to speak, what to say, when to listen. I may get 
paid for a single project, but I give my client a career’s worth of 
learning about what makes human beings tick. 

Designing the project is as important as fielding it. 

Success depends a lot on what happens before the focus group or 
interview starts. Is this the best methodology? Is this the right 
market and the best facility? Are these the right respondents? 
Does the discussion guide flow smoothly and get to the project’s 
key objectives? These are all issues that take time and experience to master. Clients have their 
hands full with the details of their business; issues of research methodology and design are best 
left to someone with that specific experience and expertise. 

The professional has a balance of objectivity, distance and knowledge that is different 
from yours. 

Even the best-intentioned client can be too close to the project. He wants his favorite ad to get a 
good reaction. She wants the new product to succeed. He wants to hear that his brand has a 



2 

 

A professional qualitative research 
consultant brings fresh eyes to every 
project, opening up new vistas that 
help the client see and learn more. 

better image than the competition. While the professional moderator always works for the best 
interests of the client, he or she does it by being objective and viewing research with a clear 
lens. A professional qualitative research consultant brings fresh eyes to every project, opening 
up new vistas that help the client see and learn more. Out of that honesty comes a better 
concept, an improved product, a more compelling ad message, a more engaging Website, a 
breakthrough package. 

A good qualitative research consultant is always learning. 

For me, interacting with my fellow 
Qualitative Research Consultants 
Association (QRCA) moderators is a key 
way I stay on the leading edge of 
techniques and learning. QRCA’s annual 
conference keeps me tuned in to what’s 
new in the field, and gives me new tools 
to tackle thorny research issues. That 
kind of in-depth continuing education isn’t something my clients have the time for; it’s up to me 
to share it with them. 

When it comes to qualitative research, you may save money by doing it yourself, but you’ll give 
up far more. It’s a near certainty that you’ll learn less. What you do learn will be less rich and 
less meaningful, and your product and company will be the poorer for it. 

 

Paul Tuchman is president of Outsmart Marketing and a member of the Qualitative Research 
Consultants Association (QRCA). His career includes twenty five years of experience in 
marketing research and strategy and twenty three years of experience as an independent 
moderator and qualitative consultant.  
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