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The Expanding Role of Qualitative Research
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Foundation

Innovation
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Impact

Qualitative continues to add
a human context that helps
untangle the complexity of

today’s landscape

Al and rapid tech
innovation have expanded
the qualitative toolkit.
Insights teams need to
embrace this era of
innovation

Teams are blending new
and proven methods to
unlock deep insights faster,
and focusing more on
activation of learnings

“Businesses today face
disruption from so many

directions. As the landscape
becomes increasingly
complex, human
understanding is becoming
more, not less, critical.”

CASEY MOHAN
CMB | VP, Qualitative Research




Qualitative Today: Myths and Truths

MYTH

Qualitative research
doesn't drive business
decisions.

Qualitative is slow and
expensive.

Al makes traditional
qualitative methods
obsolete.

>
>

TRUTH

Qualitative research reveals the ‘'why’ bridging the
say-do gap and sharpening strategy.

Today'’s qualitative is flexible. Tech enhancements
have created space for larger and faster methods like
popup communities, Al-led interviews and enhanced
open-ends, providing qualitative insight at speed and
scale.

Traditional skills + Al unlock deeper meaning and
value. Tech innovations help turn unstructured data
into insight and add scale to qualitative work for better
predictability. Legacy qualitative methods still have a
valuable place in the modern qualitative toolkit.

Three Most Used
Qual Approaches

000
[==4) In-person Qualitative

e Online Qualitative

with Webcams

Online Communities

Source: 2025 GRIT Insights Practices Report




Qualitative Method
evolution at CMB

Qualitative Method Expansion

Al-based Internet

Al Probes on Conversational and Social Media Al-enabled
Open-ends Al Survey Scraping Expert Personas
l i @ i
2022 TODAY
Al-enabled Al-moderated Al-enabled
Emotion Analysis Interviews

Audience Personas

Al capabilities have dramatically expanded the qualitative toolkit---opening up new ways to design both qualitative
and mixed method research. Today, the lines between qual and quant often blur.




5 Key
Factors
Inform Use
of Al in
Qualitative

Large and
complex
datasets,
structured
validation of
findings, and
issues around
urgency present
opportunities for
Al to add value
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Goal ‘

Are we trying to
discover unexpected
or validate ideas?

Complexity ‘
What do we anticipate the

size and complexity of our

Risk
What is the risk if we get this wrong?

How much nuance is
involved (e.g., culturally or
emotionally)?

Urgency
How urgent are my
timelines?

dataset might look like?



Maximizing
Impact

The level of Al
automation and
human
involvement
have a
significant
Impact on
research
outcomes
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LEVEL OF Al AUTOMATION/AUTONOMY

CMB'’s Al+HI Collaboration Framework

\O/

Machine-Driven

For fast coverage and large datasets,
Machine driven collaboration gives

signals and directional guidance

2

Collaborative Analysis

Deliver faster iteration and deeper
insights through a combination of Al
pattern recognition and human-
forward interpretation

Q3

Al-Assisted

Reclaim researcher time and focus by
automating repetitive tasks

@

Researcher-Driven

Shape perspective through deep
human understanding & storytelling

LEVEL OF HUMAN INVOLVEMENT

e



Modern Qualitative in Action:

Case Studies

How do you leverage and deploy qualitative
effectively today? Here are four case studies

that showcase qualitative in practice.
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AARP Travel Tech:

MACHINE An Exploration of Seniors’ Usage of Travel Technology
DRIVEN

PROJECT OBJECTIVE

AARP sought to explore how adults ages 50+ use technology for travel. The goal was to find
ways to improve their experiences and increase engagement with online travel services through
better-tailored digital solutions and engagements.

APPROACH

CMB designed an Al-forward, mixed methodology approach to gain a rich picture of travelers:
their experiences, pain points, preferences, and travel tech wish list.

*  We paired live human-moderated interviews with Al-led sessions to explore perspectives and needs of over

100 travelers. This balance of human + Al ensured that we balanced reach and depth and were still able
to bring stakeholders along backroom to observe as live conversations unfolded.

* The qualitative was followed up with a focused quant survey to help build out further measurability around
key learnings.

The results of this study have informed and improved AARP’s digital strategy and content
development, elevating member travel experiences and driving site engagement.

Key Factors

How urgent are your timelines?

Measured

What is the risk if we get this wrong?

«@o—o @ o o

High Low

How much nuance is involved?
(e.g., culturally or emotionally)

Straight-
forward

Anticipated dataset size/complexity?

«o—o @ o o

Simple Complex

Discover unexpected or validate ideas?

Discover Validate




UPMC

LIFE CHANGING MEDICINE

Medicare Enrollment Popup Community

Understanding real-time shifts in brand perception

Al-ASSISTED

PROJECT OBJECTIVE

UPMC (University of Pittsburgh Medical Center) wanted to understand how seniors navigate

Medicare’s annual election period (AEP), leveraging insights to inform their marcom strategy and
communications.

APPROACH

We designed an 8-week popup community running throughout the AEP.

+ Each week we developed and deployed tailored activities informed by real-time events and marketplace shifts.

+ Because the timelines were urgent and the sample size was large (80+ seniors), we leveraged automation
during analysis to identify emergent themes and track shifts in perceptions and behaviors over time. We

also used Al to revisit and further synthesize these learnings---helping to maximize the value of this fast-moving
engagement.

This community identified critical competitive insights in real time, helping fine tune marketing
communications. Beyond the annual enrollment period, the insights gleaned from the community
were also leveraged to evolve plan offerings and communication strategy to better
differentiate what UPMC brought to seniors.

How urgent are your timelines?

“«o————©0 —©¢ | »
Measured

What is the risk if we get this wrong?

<«
High

How much nuance is involved?
(e.g., culturally or emotionally)

——0—@»>
Straight-
forward

Anticipated dataset size/complexity?
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Simple Complex
Discover unexpected or validate ideas?
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Discover Validate




Informing a New Monetization
COLLABORATIVE Strategy With eBay

ANALYSIS

How urgent are your timelines?

“«o———— 0 —¢ — >
PROJECT OBJECTIVE Measured

eBay needed to revisit its core value proposition and develop a new global business model. The effort was high

stakes—requiring the identification of an approach that was trusted and delivered value to three key audiences:
buyers, sellers and eBay.

APPROACH

We designed a mixed method program that blended fast-moving qualitative with large-scale conjoint surveys
and activation. The qualitative focused on 1:1 conversations with sellers across four countries, capturing their

What is the risk if we get this wrong?

How much nuance is involved?

experiences as well as category and country-specific nuances.

Qualitative learnings helped optimize conjoint design, refining bundles tested, giving clues to feature interest and
helping refine language to improve accuracy of conjoint results. The qualitative phase leveraged a collaborative
analysis model helping accelerating synthesis and fueling cross team alignment, iterating on insights and
feeding refinements into quant.

The approach also leaned into eBay's collaborative nature, delivering iterative learnings to stakeholders, ensuring
engagement and buy-in along the way.

Our work provided a comprehensive estimate of the potential impact from adjusting peer-to-peer seller fees and

the potential for increased listings from C2C sellers. It delivered a deep understanding of what buyers and sellers
on online marketplaces value most. This workstream played a crucial role in shaping the UK business's Buyer

Protection value proposition. It guided the naming and messaging strategy for a Buyer Protection Program launch.

(e.g., culturally or emotionally)

——0— 0>
Straight-
forward

Anticipated dataset size/complexity?
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Simple Complex
Discover unexpected or validate ideas?
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Discover Validate
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#NW Untangling a Complex Media Web
RESEARCHER for ESPN

DRIVEN

How urgent are your timelines?

<“@0———
PROJECT OBJECTIVE Measured

ESPN recognized how increasingly complex sports fans’ media ecosystem had become and how viewers were

cobbling together entertainment and sports packages. By slowing down to understand how fans are currently What is the risk if we get this wrong?
coping, they were able to inform business strategy.

<«

APPROACH High
_ How much nuance is involved?

Teamingup | Simplification | Backto cable (e.g., culturally or emotionally)

Through a blend of online and in-home
ethnographic research ESPN was able to
immerse in fans' lived experiences.

This deep understanding afforded an ‘ . . - e

. . Nuanced Straight-
opportunity to explore not just what fans say YASMINE forward
about services but shed light into how they Every compe T -

i h h A human-led approach to have content under ! like some - . .
navigate the chaos. u PP e = 4 NG : simplification but don’t Anticipated dataset size/complexity?
captured context and nuance that numbers ey - ot svarything on cne

make sense; we're i network. | like bundles
alone could not. going to end up with where individual family +——0—0— | —©&>

even more apps. = || members retain their ﬁ Simple

b Complex
identity. =l PY

QR ouTcomE

This work provided ESPN with foundational knowledge to guide strategy. The focus on micro stories yielded Discover unexpected or validate ideas?
empathetic, rich insight that brought fandom behaviors and tensions to life in ways executives could feel. The
emotionality of this work coupled with data points to support key learnings, meant insights were used to inform <« —e—9 —0 0o
innovation and drive fan-forward experiences. Piscover validate



How to Reimagine Qualitative Research
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Consider fraud Leverage qualitative Move beyond

Embed qualitative Rethink multi- Bring perspective on
into existing studies method approaches when and how to detection in for iterative learning insights into
leverage Al in qualitative perspective shaping

research flows

Qualitative can be New qualitative studies can There is increasing pressure Fraud is becoming Programmatic approaches, = Qual’s proximity to design
incorporated into other be integrated with Al for employees to show how increasingly common along as well as Al-powered thinking and activation has
methods to dig deeper and  analysis of past research, Al is being used in day-to- with professional toolkits, unlock insights at expanded its role from
amplify data points and web scraping, and even day work. Consider your  respondents, exaggerators, speed. This allows teamsto listening and observing to
observations without used real-time to design key objectives and bring low engagement, and Al- create more focused building with empathy. No
extending timelines. better quantitative surveys. forward an opinion on generated responses. In this  objectives and inform later  longer just about insights,
where Al can be environment, it's essential phase objectives asthey ~ modern qualitative is about
incorporated to elevate the = for researchers to use both learn. Al personas help designing for actionability
impact of work and deliver human and Al fraud teams build a corpus of and inspiring evolution
additional value. detection methods and knowledge to continue to
design and review for leverage qualitative results
quality engagement. for future decisions.
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How to Choose the Right Qualitative Team
It's no longer enough for qualitative practitioners to be skilled at moderation and analysis. These capabilities are a given.

Today, the ideal team should have:

Academic foundations in Experience with innovative
disciplines like psychology technology and methods and
and anthropology mixed method insights

Training in activation approaches to
ensure research is designed with
decision frameworks in mind and

integrated with other data sources to

deliver actionable perspectives

Backgrounds from adjacent
spaces including quant, applied
data science, and strategy
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About CMB

Headquartered in Boston, CMB is a leading insights and strategy Get in touch:
consultancy. Recognized by GRIT as a Top 50 Most Innovative ,
Company, we're known for elevating business impact with expert- Joe Zigtema
driven insights and Al-powered strategies. Our senior consultants
bring deep industry knowledge, combining the best of Al and
human intelligence to deliver validated solutions that drive results. zigtema@cmbinfo.com
Through impactful storytelling, we align stakeholders and inspire

adion?ensu?ing our clignts’ s?rategiesgtranslate into meaningﬁjl SRtz
business success. CMB is part of the ITA Group of companies.

CMB | AVP, Business Development & Enterprise Insights

Learn more about CMB here.
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