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An Experiment in
Generative Al and the
Art of Qualitative Research

How two companies combined the art and science of
research to reveal new insights

N
Qualzy ® mustard

making the difference
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What could Artificial
Intelligence do for
qualitative research?

That's a big question, to which there are few definitive answers.

In March 2023, close partners Mustard Research and Qualzy collaborated
to try to put this to the test and find some of those answers.

Working with a real group of research participants in an online insight
community, we tested Al's capability to interact and engage through
effective follow-up questioning around a topic.

Our findings might surprise you.

What can Generative Al do?

® The research community is debating the ® The march of Al is inexorable and it is part of
potential impact of Al. Its application for the future of qualitative research. Developers
quantitative research is emerging, yet qualitative must support them responsibly — not simply by
research benefits are less clear. rushing new features to market.

® Ajoint Al experiment compared the experiences ® Many opportunities can be grasped if we leverage
of participants interacting with questions Al to remove limits, boost efficiency, bring order
delivered either via Al alone, Al questions fine- and extract insights from larger data sets.

tuned by a human moderator, or direct questions

from a human. ® As researchers and the technologies they use
create a new future for this sector, finding the

® Despite some real risks and clear concerns, our right balance between human and Al is essential.
research suggests that humans will never cease
to be relevant in qualitative research and many

opportunities exist.



Many in the research world are stressing about
the threat Artificial Intelligence could pose.
Since ChatGPT seized headlines late in 2022
our profession, along with virtually all others,

is being forced to consider the implications of
generative Al on our role and value proposition:

Will it put researchers out of a job — if a
fully automated process orchestrated by
perhaps one researcher apparently could
‘doitall?

Will clients adopt Al research tools that
appear as capable as us, and cut research
professionals out of the process to gather
insights directly?

Will it change the game completely by
breaking the traditional limitations of online
community interactions, enabling qual
research at quant scale?

Possibly. But surely it is up to us to embrace
the opportunities, as well as manage the risks
and threats that are racing towards us? These
are threats only if we are asleep at the wheel.

So far, many have been. The debate among
researchers has been largely reactive,
speculative, and somewhat imbalanced. In
focusing on worries, nobody has attempted
to assess or investigate just how much of a
benefit OR a threat generative Al might be.

mustard

Research technology suppliers are already
talking about Al integration excitedly, even
though demand for Al-powered research has
yet to materialise for agencies. They have
little idea about the readiness of market
researchers to adapt and use Al-enabled
platforms as yet.

What could Al do for qualitative research?
We simply don't know.
We decided it was high time to find out.
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Our joint Al experiment with Qualzy was designed to discover whether and
how far Al can play a role in qualitative online research, by testing how
generative Al questioning performed within a real insight community.

Mustard designed a two-week pop-up
community research project around the real
interest of its client, Mitchells & Butlers, in
consumers’ Sunday lunch habits.

Meanwhile, Qualzy developed accessible

Al questioning capabilities directly into

its platform. It had already laid significant
groundwork in exploring OpenAl integration, so
accelerated its efforts to support the project. It
would enable Mustard moderators to choose
different degrees of Al question generation
and evaluate Al effectively for the first time.

60 individuals were split into three groups of
20 research participants and asked about
six different client topics. After gaining initial
responses on each topic, a subset of each
group of respondents experienced either:

follow-up questioning generated by Al;

guestions fine-tuned by a moderator after
being generated by Al; or

direct questions asked by a human moderator.



The results of the experiment validated our firm belief that the human

factor will never cease to be relevant in qualitative research.

The art and expertise of professional
researchers lie in building real relationships
with real people, on which good qualitative
research will always rely.

Our job is to help clients understand their
audiences'’ lives, desires, and needs via careful
project and question design and increasingly
rich and real-time communication.

We already leverage technology to help us,
but that isn't what makes us good at our job.
We can understand our respondents’ lives
because we also have human reactions,
feelings, and real-life experience.

Technology does not have this advantage —
because it has no empathy and, can't feel a
personal connection.

It is this that enables researchers to get to
know participants in the early stages of a
project, with early intuitive questioning and
simple, natural conversations. These are
critical to pave the way for deeper discovery.

No matter how brilliant Al's simulation
of humanity may become, Al will never
have these facets, so will never be
able to explore them as effectively
and dynamically.

Without care, Al could easily take away the authenticity of the research

process and diminish the quality of insights.

It may fail to get the best out of respondents
and take the enjoyment out of the
participation. Naive questioning could easily
disengage participants — one follow-up
question in our study betrayed its Al origins
and perplexed a respondent when it asked
whether her all-female household preferred
restaurants that cater to female tastes.

Some may accept these limitations, despite
the detriment to data quality, in pursuit of
far larger, but more superficial, qualitative
data sets. Al could certainly support more
impersonal research at scales beyond the
capability or commercial viability of any
human-based research process.

These are huge compromises and will
do our profession no favours.



The concerns of researchers are natural,

and representative of the attitudes of the
population. A KPMG global study’ in February
2023 confirmed that three in five people are
not ready to trust Al. However, there is an
important nuance to note here. When used
for what they consider appropriate business
functions, and especially in relation to their
data, the study suggested that “most people
are comfortable with the use of Al to augment
work and inform managerial decision making
but want humans to retain control.”

It is no stretch to imagine that this
may hold true for research.

A big part of a qualitative researchers role

is to be responsive to research participants.
We could leverage Al to huge advantage if
we focus it on ways that help us create more
engaged communities, do our job better,

and operate at larger scales or over wider
geographies.

It is up to us to embrace the practical
application of Al to support, not
replace, our professional expertise.




It is so important that this is seen not just about supporting the process of
qualitative research but enhancing our capability to get better insight.

Our opportunity is to relieve researchers of
many more mundane tasks and provide them
with inspiration, ideas and starting points

to design and moderate better and richer
research initiatives and interactions.

IF we play this right, we can leverage the
abilities of generative Al to free ourselves
up to add more and different value to

the research process. This can only
enhance our clients’ knowledge of their
key audiences.

IF we lean on Al's ability to instantly
gather and present intelligence, research
businesses can apply their expertise into
new sectors, and design informed and
highly effective research in new areas.
This offers huge growth opportunities.

We must beware the temptation to apply Al
technology just because we can — and instead
think about whether and how we should. We
may wish to move fast but need to evaluate
carefully as we go.

Our aims around Al cannot simply be to build
faster, cheaper, bigger research processes, but
to enable better, smarter, more efficient, and
higher value research.

In case you had not yet realised it,
Mustard is ‘all in’. We aren’t waiting
to see who goes first. Instead, we
are actively testing and trialling what
Al can do for our business, for our
research team'’s effectiveness, and to
meet our clients’ research aims.

We must beware the temptation to apply Al

technology just because we can - and instead
think about whether and how we should




Anatomy of an Experiment

3 groups

3 phases

e A fully blind group comparison to evaluate
differences in responses and experience.

e Revealing the study’s Al inclusion, to gauge
whether participants could detect their own
degree of Al exposure.

e Confirming each person’s group allocation and
Al exposure, to assess their final reaction and
gather feedback.

60 participants

6 client topics 2 weeks

3 conclusions

e Human researchers win, in terms of eliciting
more and fuller research responses and
insights.

e Al-assistance has value, in terms of enabling
research and researcher efficiency.

e Al alone lacks contextual understanding to
fully replace engaged and expert human
researchers.

6 highlights

e The questions moderated by a human achieved
higher ratings than those moderated by Al.

e The questions moderated by a human achieved
higher ratings on all 10 participation attributes
measured, which explored factors such as whether
the questioning was personable and appropriate.

e Respondents were most likely to respond to
follow-up questions from a human and where Al
questions were answered the word count was 25%
lower than responses to human questions.

e The group moderated by Al were 3x more likely

to identify weaknesses in the moderation, with
mentions of vague and repetitive questions for the
sake of questions.

Feedback highlighted that Al questions were
generic, less personable, and often missed
the mark in understanding the context of the
discussion.

The majority of participants favoured Al-assistance
in market research, recognising its potential to
support researchers and boost their efficiency.



Qualzy

THE QUALITY INSIGHTS PLATFORM

The Inexorable and Inevitable Impact
of Al on Qualitative Research

Qualzy has been intrigued by and investing
to explore the potential of generative Al to
enhance our insights platform since before
ChatGPT fever began to build in late '22.

We could see that the Al debate would only
grow within the research industry, just as it is
in every sector and profession. As McKinsey
notes, generative Al is developing at such a
speed that we are all still learning its benefits
and risks?.

The potential of Al for data collection at

vast scale, high speed and with improved
accuracy is not only clear to quant research
professionals, but already being explored

and applied. Al-centric data analytics already
play a significant role in identifying patterns,
trends and predictions based on large data

sets — all with less risk of human interpretative

or administrative error. The ability to research
further, faster, and do more with quantitative
data is not just intellectually compelling for
researchers but presents clear business
cases and expansion opportunities for quant
research firms.

The same is not true for qualitative
researchers. For them, the conversation still
focuses more on risk and what ifs than on
identifying opportunity. The fear of being
sidelined by Al is less about its deductive and
predictive capability than its ability to generate
conversational interactions and simulate

the creative thinking of human moderators.
Researchers see generative Al becoming a
driving force in applications in every sector,
not least in areas like customer interaction
and customer experience management via
conversational Al platforms. They cannot
help but wonder whether clients will adopt

tools that offer in-house qual capabilities

that dispense with the need for professional
moderation. Or whether it will simply automate
a swathe of day-to-day roles, making
redundancies inevitable.

Al is inexorable and it will change qualitative
research. Accenture® terms generative Al as
Al's new inflection point — the point at which it
will start to drive change, disruption and force
the total reinvention of business.

McKinsey? _

Worry is far from confined to the research
industry — including among technology leaders
and Open Al innovators who hit the headlines
in March as they called for a six-month hiatus
in ‘Giant Al' development®.

However, foundation models like Chat-GPT4
are already quite powerful enough to drive
vast change.

The generative Al genie is so far out of
the bottle that it will never go back. We
have no choice. We must put it to work.



Taking a stake

As a platform developer, it obviously makes
sense for us to explore Al to enhance and
differentiate our platform. But as a service
provider to the qualitative research industry,
we also have a stake in their ability to survive
and thrive.

We cannot simply integrate Al for Al's sake
or to create innovative and marketable new
features. We need to build Al capabilities
that support better qualitative research and
creates new opportunities to create engaged
communities that deliver impactful insight.

Not just help them deliver greater quantities of
Al-powered research.

Our users build very human relationships

in their online research communities. We
work with them very closely to optimise

our platform to their unique needs, so we
cannot help but feel the human factor is key
to qualitative research. We suspect that the
experiences and empathy of an individual will
be impossible for Al to match fully.

We had to find out.

Collaborating for insight

In March this year, we collaborated with our
longstanding customer and partner, Mustard
Research, to support a research project to test
the effectiveness of Al generated questioning
and road-test some planned Al features.

We accelerated our OpenAl development to
ensure that Mustard'’s research team would
be able to generate follow-up questions using
ChatGPT style prompts within the Qualzy
interface.

Mustard then created an online research
community with 60 participants, basing
the topics around six areas of a real client’s
‘Sunday lunches’ research interest.

The participants were divided into three
groups, each of whom then experienced a

different degree of Al generated follow-up
guestioning on the topics. It tested their
responses and reactions to Al questioning,
questions generated by Al but then edited and
adapted by a human moderator, or responses
wholly crafted by a moderator.

Having some concrete evidence about
research participants’ responses and
reactions to Al in contrast to human research
moderation is illuminating. It isn't the end

of the story, of course — but should give
researchers some insight into the future.

Although human driven engagement elicited
the most positive outcomes, the contribution
of Al was not negative. Participants appreciated
the value of their researcher having assistance
from Al
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see hidden patterns instantly

Opportunity knocks

/

Alcan dO\\;\»IhCIt no humancan:
look across all available data at onc_é,—---

Al is a fundamentally data-centric technology. Research businesses are

all about data too — so should not let fear prevent them from seeking out

opportunities to amplify their abilities. For example:

57

Removing limits of scale — Al could enable
qual researchers to perform quality research
within bigger communities — even at

quant scale — to generate larger and more
representative data sets.

Expanding geographic reach — as part of
researching larger communities, Al and
natural language processing can unlock
engagement across borders.

o

L

Overcoming human limits — Al's strength in
scanning and summarising information can
enable qual researchers to gather more and
richer data than they could practically collect
or interpret alone and automate some
reporting.

0,

Boosting researcher efficiency — using
generative Al's ability to synthesise to
generate relevant, in context questions and
responses that can speed the work and
ease the efforts of human researchers — as
highlighted in the study.

000
000
000

Bringing order to chaotic information -
Al can take do what no human can: look
across all available data at once, see
hidden patterns instantly, and address
disorder according to the parameters set

by researchers.

Augmenting knowledge — Al can rapidly
gather essential information about less
familiar market sectors or segments making
it easier for researchers to get up to speed
fast and work effectively in those areas.
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Al is inevitable

Al is a part of the future of qualitative research.

Not just because technology providers like
Qualzy will inevitably integrate Al into the
fabric of current and future tools, but because
brands and businesses seeking audience
insights will demand that their projects are as
cost efficient and effective as possible. They
will assume (even require) that their research
provider operates at the leading edge of their
fleld. Al adoption will help define that edge.

The research sector needs to find its balance
on Al. It's not about sweeping professional
research practices away and replacing them
with impersonal Al processes.

It is about setting out new aims, and finding
ways to use all that Al can offer so that smart,
experienced researchers can bring their clients
the intelligence they need.

Al's scope, accuracy and analytical abilities are
developing at a rapid and compounding rate,
so that balance will keep changing.

The boundaries between Al research
technology and human researchers
will be constantly and dynamically
redrawn from now on.

Developing collaboration

Qualzy is all in on Al, because we're excited by what this offers for our

customers and our business the future.

We are already finding ways to give researchers
tools to become even better. And we know
that this in turn is enriching our platform.
That's why we worked with Mustard to help
shine some light on the practical application of
Al in questioning.

Collaboration is already baked into the

Qualzy platform. Our interactions with human
researchers have shaped our platform, and we
believe in the fundamentally relational nature
of qualitative discovery.

We take our responsibility seriously, to help
our research customers use Al responsibly,
effectively, and intelligently — not as a blunt
instrument for automation.

Qualzy may be a technology
business, but we never want to
take the human out of research.

Al's scope, accuracy and analytical
og®y ® ° ,/\\kg..
abilities are developing ata rapla;g[\d\

compounding rate




Ready to explore?

Qualzy is an innovative web-based platform enabling qualitative
researchers worldwide to create and manage short- and long-term
communities, diary studies, video projects and more. It puts all the
tools researchers need at their fingertips, and includes proven Al
tools to help design, moderate and analyse research projects. All
backed up with outstanding support and cost-effective pricing.

Talk to Qualzy

Or call:

UK: +44 2035 143666
Aus: +67 1800 982 356
US: +1 (877) 778-8349

Mustard is a full-service market research agency and consultancy,
working across a broad range of sectors around areas such as
branding, customer satisfaction, segmentation, U&A, innovation
and NPD, communications and concept testing, and stakeholder
engagement. The business lives its philosophy of “making the
difference” through delivering insight that helps businesses/
organisations make better, more informed decisions, helping
them make or save money, reduce risk or deliver a social return

on investment.

Talk to Mustard

Or call: +44 161 235 5270

Qualzy and Mustard are long-term and trusted
partners who have frequently worked together
to create collaborative online communities

— click to read more.
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