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Abstract 

 

Social media permeates nearly each facet of the individual’s and the whole society today. The 

development in the social media is driven by the fact that it is the primary platform of choice 

for sharing user-generated content - information, news, photos and videos. The unique 

proliferation of social media communication platforms has annoyed the interest of 

professional practice and academia. Several brand communities have been formed with the 

help of social networking sites. The electronic social media such as Twitter, Facebook, 

MySpace, etc. have came forward as databanks for market researchers. Going by the name of 

social media monitoring (SMM), this approach basically involves automated content study to 

understand perceptions and attitudes of customers. This paper argues for a place for 

qualitative research methods in the study of social media by presenting the benefits of 

adopting them as opposed to the rather limiting methodology of SMM. By systematically 

comparing various research approaches, as well as entrenched methods and current designs, 

this paper delineates three major differences between qualitative research and SMM which in 

result gives the former greater soundness and genuineness than SMM. The paper concludes 

that the non-mediated, interactive discourse or exchange between consumers and 

researchers; the possibility of tracking latent unsaid stories of consumer needs and desires 

that motivate their brand behaviour and preference and the rich, personal nature of 

interviews that enable shared perceptions are the three compelling benefits of qualitative 

research.   

Keywords: Social media research, Qualitative research, Social media monitoring (SMM). 

Introduction 

This paper presents some recent issues concerning the use of qualitative methods for 

consumer research, as opposed to other highly promoted techniques such as social media 

monitoring (SMM) by assessing the present situation and efficacy of qualitative research 
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for businesses by comparing it with other recent methods. It also analyses the noteworthy 

features and techniques of qualitative research that makes it a valuable tool for facilitating 

business decisions by increasing brand performance. 

A content analysis of publications in the consumer research industry tends to indicate that 

qualitative research is being pushed into oblivion by new methods such as SMM. This 

paper rebuffs this thought on the basis of a close appraisal of various market research 

methods and based on a careful valuation of dissimilar marketing research methods 

establishes the distinctiveness of the qualitative approach and its enduring values for 

business decision making and brand development. 

The underlying characteristics of established consumer research methods show that there 

are two differentiating factors which influence the choice of techniques:  

1. "the method of data collection" which is either interrogative (as in focus groups, 

IDI's and also classic questionnaire surveys) or observational and un-intrusive 

(such as ethnography or semiotics); and 

2. "the method of analysis" that is either qualitative or quantitative in approach. 

Enter SMM 

This is a new approach to consumer research. In actual fact, SMM is an observational, 

passive and quantitative approach and is relatively different to other consumer research. If 

anything, it shares concept of ethnography and quantitative surveys, so it is fundamentally 

different to the qualitative research approach. 

In practice, SMM taps into social networking sites such as Facebook, Twitter and Blogs by 

scraping (unseen and unheard) "spontaneous" opinions about brands. These remarks 

relating to brands (in the sense that they are juxtaposed in the same phrase or sentence as 

a recognised brand name) are analysed in a highly automated way, using computer 

software to code the value judgments inherent in the words used. 

There are some apparent difficulties relating to this method of data collection and analysis, 

not least in knowing precisely which brand is being referred to when it is referenced 

simply as "it" or "them" after its first introduction. 

Key "Selling Points" for SMM have been  

 It detains the words and thoughts of a generation absorbed in publicising their 

opinions to friends and the world around them - minute by minute. 
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 The medium has buzz and immediacy for spontaneous self-expression. It is a latest, 

exciting culture that people want to be seen to be part of. Gone is Andy Warhol's "15 

minutes of fame" - now it is continuous and ongoing. 

 Data are analysed minute by minute using software to summarize what is being 

conversed about and what is said about the brand. 

 The iconic cultural importance of social media is demonstrated by the many movies 

which touch upon it now. 

 This imparts a novel, innovatory connection to consumers by eavesdropping on their 

everyday, on-going blogging and tweeting. Though, this has raised data protection 

issues and questions about its compatibility with European laws. 

But, is there a risk that some brand managers and consumer researchers are also getting 

caught up in this buzz without fully understanding the nature of the research tool. 

Limitations of SMM 

These primarily surround the analysis of the textual information gathered, and the cultural 

norms surrounding the dealings which take place on social media sites. 

Text Analytic Software for Analyzing Comments Needs Improvement 

In a recent review in Research Magazine (Golden, 2011 limited to 140 characters, than 

postings on Facebook or Blogs which are longer. A number of analytic software also seeks 

to get better validity by taking into account the proximity of positive or negative words to 

the brand. 

Some improvements have been made in identifying "re-tweets" which otherwise duplicate 

the similar messages around cyberspace to create over-estimations in the analysis. There is 

also the potential for campaign groups, or even unscrupulous manufacturers, to artificially 

bombard the social media with positive or negative opinions. It is reported (The Times, 

2011i) that Facebook paid a leading public relations agency, Burson-Marsteller, to 

orchestrate a campaign involving placing negative stories about Google in newspapers and 

online. The scandal came to light after a blogger revealed that the PR company offered to 

assist write pieces criticizing Google's rival social networking site that is under 

development. 

Even though, few studies have been published, the general view is that, in order to be 

reliable, the analysis often needs human intervention to eliminate duplications and also 

make sure that the product or brand was actually referred to, as this can be separated by 
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other interjections in a Blog. It is usually agreed that irony or sarcasm is very difficult for 

machines to understand. 

In one study for the CBS news organisation (BuyQualityEBooks.com, 2010)ii it was found 

that machine analysis not have sensitivity and coded the majority of remarks as ‘passive’; 

and human analysis found a substantial majority were ‘positive’.  

Doubts about the Validity of the Cyber Arena in which Blogging Takes Place 

Another major area of concern relates to the culture of social media and the association 

between it and the attitudes and behaviour in real life: 

 The unseen influence of the intended audience to whom remarks are directed, on the 

self-presentation of bloggers. 

People are using the internet to deliberately boost their social image. People may be 

forced to change their identity to free themselves from the self-images, they have 

created when they were young (Dr Eric Schmidt, CEO of Google). 

 Bloggers adopt distinctive persona, attitudes and behaviour depending on the blogging 

context. The unanswered question in the quote below is: which Sarah Blow goes 

shopping for what and when? 

I have a different persona on Facebook which is associated with my business, and on 

Twitter, which is a very different and very transient (Sarah Blow, Founder of Girly 

Geekdom Dinners). 

 Do social media opinions represent the real ‘everyday’ consumer inside the blogger? 

The very thing that's drawn everybody to the internet is also allowing being rude, mean, 

bitter - and all in the cloak of darkness. Re-invention, projection, and inventing idealized 

self - these are a huge part of what Facebook means to present cultural moment.  Anybody 

who uses the internet that you can sit in your room and not be the person you don't like in 

real life. (Aaron Sorkin, Scriptwriter of The Social Network film). 

Social media overstress and transform everyday attitudes and personalities, enabling to 

live in two (or more), separated worlds. This casts doubt on the content of Blogs as a 

reliable expression of brand affinity that will translate into purchasing. 

Bloggers' Attitudes and Opinions  

In an article for The New Yorker, Gladwell (2010)iii elucidate how social media create weak 

ties and transient relationships, where the expressions of attitudes and feelings are 

unreliable and inconsistent. He points, for example, to the difference between the highly 
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effective civil rights movement of the 1960s which was built on the strength of an intimate 

network of friendships, shared values and experiences, and the Save Darfur Facebook page 

which had 1,282,339 members, whose combined fund raising amounted to 15 cents each. 

Although, in contrast, once groups and movements have arisen, the social media can be a 

significant tool for communication and coordination of actions, as seen recently in Egypt, 

Tunisia and Libya, and findings loved ones after the Tsunami in Japan. 

These views are supported by psychological research Uristaiv et al, 2009; Ellison, 2007v; La 

Rose and Eastin, 2004vi). The social media life and opinions of bloggers are unlikely to be 

representative of the real life attitudes of the consumer inside the blogger, especially for 

women (Li, 2005vii). 

The construction of social network personalities found in these studies indicates: 

 bloggers produce content for the admiration of others to increase their ‘social capital’; 

 they use social media sites for leisure, fun and as a way of releasing emotions 

(escapism) as well as letting off steam and off-loading as in a confessional; 

 it is a way of gaining approval and a special uniqueness; 

 by making a person outstanding and interesting, he can build up a distinctive identity 

(or notoriety); 

 a notable difference is made by social media users between "real-world" friends and 

"online friends" who are not taken at face-value or as having the same credibility; 

 women treat social media postings as an isolated distinct individuality; and 

 men treat their postings as a magnified, mass-media expression of their views and 

opinions to make themselves popular in the blogosphere. 

Cultural Context of Social Media Users 

Research shows that SM users fluctuate between the two "worlds" of social media and 

everyday life. This is not strange, in so far as we all adopt different roles and persona, 

depending on the external context and conditions they are operating in. What is 

exceptional about social media users is the extent to which they look for to be in a world 

that is self-constructed and artificial, rather than situationally and socially determined. 

This is seen most vibrantly in "Second-Life" kinds of web site which also magnetize several 

users. 

The ‘Everyday World’ is:  
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 Pragmatic, ordered, constrained. 

 Rule orientated (external, negotiated, conventions). 

 Collaborative, cooperative to attain personal, social, and emotional results. 

 Long term (Evolves gradually by consent and social influence). 

 ‘EGO’ driven 

The ‘Social Media World’ is: 

 Self-indulging impractical. 

 Immediate, short-term goals. 

 Superficial, transient. 

 Readily contented, not by realistic results and effects, but by forming imaginary 

scenarios and fantasies. 

 These attributes have little relevance to the economics of the market place, as they pay 

little for their own fantasies. 

 Primarily "ID" driven. 

The Nature and Position of SMM 

Based on this understanding of social media, strengths and weaknesses of SMM are 

evaluated in relation to other techniques and its utility as a research tool. The use of the 

internet as a medium for delivering questionnaires or conducting interviews is not 

considered here, but as a method of collecting spontaneous information on attitudes and 

opinions. 

We considered 36 characteristics which includes positive and negative aspects both found 

in consumer research practices. Following are some examples of the similarities and 

differences found between SMM and quantitative or qualitative research approaches: 

Quantitative and SMM similarities: 

 big samples; 

 fundamentally numeric data; and 

 complexities evaluating the meaning of respondents' spontaneous responses. 

Qualitative and SMM similarities: 

 collects spontaneous opinions and views; 

 depends on rigorous, insightful semantic analyses; and 

 freedom for respondents to set the agenda and produce spontaneous ideas. 
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Compared to quantity and quality research, SMM differs on characteristics like 

SMM and quantitative differences: 

 SMM has indistinct sampling, and no rating scales. 

 quantitative has controlled, standardized questioning; and 

 the inability to present stimuli for concept or advertising development research. 

SMM and qualitative differences 

 big samples than qualitative research; 

 no risk of hot-housing choices and judgments; 

 no direct interaction with consumers; 

 not focused on research objectives; 

 lacks non-verbal feedback and subtlety; and 

 no opportunity to ground information in real life or the market place. 

It was obvious that these three methods share some attributes but the patterns are 

surprising (further details can be found in (Branthwaite and Patterson, 2010viii). Overall, 

out of the 36 characteristics that these techniques were compared on: 

 SMM shares few "similarities" with either the positive or negative features of 

quantitative or qualitative research. 

 SMM has more points of "difference" with the features of both quantitative and 

"especially qualitative" research. 

 From a methodological point of view, it is clear that SMM is not a replica or substitute 

for these established research methods. 

 SMM is a very different research approach - especially compared to qualitative 

methodology. 

The Distinctive Values of Qualitative Research 

Reading research magazines and conference presentations, a person gets the impression 

that SMM is perceived as some kind of threat to live, interactive qualitative research, 

whether it is done face to face, by telephone or via the internet, although there are few 

similarities in approach, as researcher has shown. 

Three key features make qualitative research an inimitable and invaluable tool in 

marketing to consumers: 
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A conversation - a direct dialogue with consumers that is physically face to face, over the 

telephone or across Skype. 

Active listening for the underlying dialogue - the mental stance; frame of mind; reluctant, 

half-suppressed comments and admissions. 

An interactive ‘merging of minds’ (or rapport) - to attain insights and possibilities that can 

be extrapolated to marketing issues. 

Those three features of qualitative research stand in opposition to SMM, which is: 

 

 based on an instantaneous, static expression giving a superficial appreciation of the 

consumer at a single moment; 

 unable to probe and explore the gaps in what is said (‘the space between words’ as 

described by Gordon and Corr (1991)ix to acquire to the meaning behind the utterance; 

 A remote and vague understanding of the respondent; and 

 Powerlessness to extrapolate findings to new scenarios through ‘what if’ questions. 

The Significance of key qualitative features 

I. The Importance of a "conversation" with Consumers 

The Philosopher and Psychologist, Rom Harre (Harre, 1979x; Branthwaite, 1983xi) drew 

attention to the way in which every social situation is regulated by a set of implicit rules 

and standards (values) that we come to understand intuitively - "The Dinner Party; The 

Office; The good night out; The metro; The interview. People get uncomfortable when they 

find themselves in situations where they are uncertain of these unspoken rules and 

standards of expected behaviour. 

Everyday conversations (‘Verbal Accounts’) also function within the rules of each particular 

situation (which is why it is difficult to interview effectively in a ‘foreign culture’): 

 in some circumstances, exaggeration of the truth is permissible to design a more 

dramatic and exciting account; 

 other situations demand more frankness and openness, which often engage an 

exchange of confidences and secrets to reassure each other of fidelity before the 

conversation can go into deeper admissions; and 

 to be an ‘everyday conversation’, qualitative interviews should be based on the 

principles and rules of "Getting to Know You". 
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This is why it is good practice for interviewers to elucidate the ground rules, and put 

people at ease, even though most are now familiar with the protocol (or ‘rules’) for focus 

groups and consumer interviews. 

Harre's striking innovation in understanding of conversations was that - in the way social 

situations work - conversations are dependable and credible as insights into people's 

thoughts, ideas, feelings and actions ‘unless there are basis in the situation or the manner 

of the speaker’ for believing otherwise. This is particularly true for future intentions and 

actions, whereas past actions often need additional justification or rationalization, 

particularly when they go against the norms of a condition. 

II. The Power of Listening is the Second Asset of Qualitative Research 

Active listening is achieved through key interviewer skills in: 

Building an atmosphere and relationship with the interviewee, of trust and acceptance 

(positive regard); 

Cultivating intrigued curiosity in relation to other people's lives; 

Scanning constantly for another meanings or ambiguities in the conversations that may 

cover-up concealed motives, pleasures or dissatisfactions; 

Acute responsiveness of non-verbal expressions of values, feelings, and the over- (or 

under-) tones in attitudes; 

Tuning-in to distinctive layers of the ongoing, internal "conversations" taking place within 

the interviewees' mind - the public/private, serious/playful, closing-down on the "too 

private" exposure, although with a little sensitive probing they may well bring to light; 

Spotting ambiguities over the course of an interview that need exploring and clarification 

for deeper meanings, ideas or clarifications; and 

Triangulation to check for consistency in what is said by asking the same question in 

different ways. 

Emphasis was aimed at again to the importance of sensitive listening at the recent Indian 

Journal of Medical Research (IJMR) Research Methods Forum entitled "Start listening, stop 

asking". In a brief commentary on the IJMR Forum, Langmaid (2010xii) gives an 

extraordinary, personal insight into what listening entails: 

Listening has character, just as speaking does, but people seem not to know it so well. 

People are always listening from somewhere; they have a "tone of listening", just as they 

have a tone of voice. 



 

                                    Professional Panorama: Multi- disciplinary  International Academic Journal  

 
 

 

                                    Private  Equity: An Emerging Financial Tool for Economic Growth in India               28   

 
 

He suggests that while listening to others there is both a ‘foreground’ which is what the 

speaker is saying, and a "background" which is the ongoing, internal commentary that the 

listener has as they reflect on what they are listening to. This background commentary has 

three modes: 

Listening for safety - to manage the discussion to avoid embarrassment (even aggression), 

steering obvious of making a fuss or upsetting anyone. 

Listening about - what the speaker is saying and what the listener thinks about the 

speaker's meaning; a rolling assessment and opinions of them, so what is heard is 

interpretation of the speaker. 

Listening for closure and confirmation - am I getting the answers, what I need to know? 

What am I learning and what can I do about what the speaker says to fulfil my agenda? 

Langmaid suggests the important thing in creating insights is to focus on listening out for 

‘possibilities’. Qualitative research is much more effective at this task, and has a wide range 

of techniques to improve listening and understanding of what is meant in conversation. 

III. Empathy - The Third Feature in the Qualitative Armoury 

The third characteristic of qualitative research which discriminate it from SMM, is difficult 

to explain, but it is an important part of the skill-set of excellent practitioners. 

Empathy is the power of entering into other's personality and intuitively sharing their 

experiences. This is based on experiencing their world from their position (literally 

achieving an "inter-view" or merging of minds) - to be able to think and feel like them. 

This is achieved through the skill and sensitivity of interviewers: 

 Skill in overcoming the restraints and artificiality of the interview condition. Being able 

to focus the interviewee on the social situation in which real consumer behaviour takes 

place. This is very important in any research project, but particularly in developing 

concepts and communications. 

 Sensitivity in listening to detect the verbal and non-verbal cues which differentiate 

between the rhetoric (what people say because it is a socially accepted view or 

explanation) and the personal, individual's perspective, meanings and value. 

These characteristics of qualitative research facilitate to get inside the mind of others. 

Without face-to-face (or voice-to-voice) interaction, there is the remoteness that 

characterizes SMM. 
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Conclusion 

The social media are a potentially fascinating and useful source of information on social 

discourse and attitudes. It offers a commentary on social life as it happens. 

Though, by its very nature it is a complex medium to understand and interpret precisely in 

terms of meanings, attitudes and motivations. 

SMM has a contribution to make to consumer research in collecting information from a 

particular medium that is growing in its use. 

However, by its very nature, SMM is a very different technique to qualitative research. 

The marketing objectives it can effectively address are widely different and more limited in 

not: 

 linking the meaning of utterances to underlying perceptions, motives and multifaceted 

consumer relationships with brands; 

 examining the nuances of product and brand concepts; and 

 anticipating potential developments and changes. 

Qualitative research is a unique approach which is very adaptable: 

 it works by understanding the context and purpose of what consumers tell; 

 it is holistic in its understanding of consumer perceptions, motivations and the 

underlying reasons behind their actions in the market place; 

 its insights reveal possibilities and ways of improving brands; 

 it evades short-term or brief reactions among consumers, and looks for the over-view 

and continuous affect for brands; and 

 it brings understanding by appreciating the background of consumer reactions and the 

underlying drivers in purchasing. 
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