Examining Qualitative Sport Marketing Research via the Internet

Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to examine the growing use of qualitative internet research and expand on these findings to provide implications for sport marketing research.  Specifically, the authors a) analyze qualitative internet research literature, b) discuss the growing field and opportunities for qualitative internet marketing research, and c) offer important findings and implications applicable to sport marketing research.

Introduction

Empirical sport marketing research is overwhelmingly quantitative. An examination of the five most recent issues of Sport Marketing Quarterly (Vol. 17, Vol. 18(1)) lends support to this claim. Eliminating case studies for classroom purposes, theoretical articles, legal case analysis, industry profiles, and overviews of sport marketing around the world, reveals 19 research articles where data have been analyzed. Of the 19, 18 were quantitative and one qualitative. Of the 18 quantitative studies, 12 utilized surveys or questionnaires as the primary data gathering method, four utilized quasi-experiments, and two utilized existing data on either ticket prices or attendance figures. 

There have been periodic calls in Sport Marketing Quarterly for researchers to embrace alternatives to positivistic quantitative data collection and analysis. Both Kates (1998) and Funk, Mahony and Havitz (2003) have suggested that qualitative methods and inductive reasoning have the potential to produce insightful marketing knowledge when the goal is one of understanding the meaning of phenomenon imbedded in a potentially complex context. 

One research team has recently heeded this call and utilized qualitative data collection and analysis from an interpretive perspective. Stavros, Pope and Winzar (2008) investigated relationship marketing in Australian professional sport. They wanted to learn the extent to which organizations used relationship marketing, the strategies they employed, and the implementation issues they faced. They studied six different sport organizations and collected data via face-to-face interviews, participant observation, and document analysis. All data were inductively analyzed. They found that while all organizations were keen on relationship marketing in theory, implementing it in practice was challenging often due to the unique history and structure of each organization. 

While valuable insight can certainly be gleaned from rigorous qualitative field research, accessing participants has traditionally meant studying them on-site. Unless the research case is located nearby, the time and resources needed to travel to collect data can be a significant barrier to doing qualitative research. 

This paper proposes an alternative for researchers wishing to collect data from group members who are part of a potentially interesting but geographically distant case. We believe that the internet can not only be a tool for sport marketing researchers to gather quantitative data via online surveys or questionnaires (Dees, Bennett, & Villegas, 2008; Kim, Walsh & Ross, 2008), but also a way for qualitative researchers to gather consumer data online. 

Building from the original work by Ngai (2003) and expanded upon by Schibrowsky, Peltier and Nill (2007), we examine the state of this research as applicable to sport marketing by conducting a content analysis of the qualitative internet-based research literature. 

Methodology

As the internet continues to grow and develop, so does the knowledge and understanding of how to utilize it for online data collection (Folkman Curasi, 2001). Due to the internet’s scope and marketing potential, no specific academic journals were chosen for analysis. The articles were from an array of academic journals from different fields of study, such as: Journal of Market Research, Cyber Psychology and Behavior, Journal of Advanced Nursing, and Soccer & Society. We used a variety of different journals and fields of study to better understand how the internet is being used from a research data collection perspective through diverse contexts. 
When searching for the journal articles used in this study, three electronic databases were selected; Web of Science, Academic Search Premier, and ABI/INFORM. These three were chosen because each has advanced search options, which allowed for a widespread and complete search of our topic. The search began in December 2008 and continued until May 2009. Although the search for these articles has been extensive, the researchers are also aware that not every qualitative online research data collection article has been used due to the limitations of the electronic databases (Schilbrowsky et al., 2007).  
When searching electronic databases, the use of effective key words is imperative to ensure that the relevant published articles are found. Some key words that were used include: online marketing research, internet, data collection, online interviews, focus groups, consumer behavior, and sport.  All of the searches were constrained to scholarly journal articles only. Such things as book reviews and magazines were not used. Furthermore because the internet is constantly changing, the chosen articles were published between 1998 and 2009. Although within the online community, the year 1998 can be considered outdated, it is also important to understand the evolution of online data collection. 

The key words that were used allowed for numerous citations to appear with all three electronic databases. Due to the large number of citations, the abstracts were carefully examined to ensure each journal article was appropriate for the study. This is because as the internet increases its popularity more articles are being published regarding the internet. However, not all of these articles focused on using the internet to conduct qualitative research. Therefore only articles pertaining to online data collection methods were studied.
Results
The results from our study are summarized as follows:

a) An overview of the qualitative internet research discussed in the literature,
b) An overview of the specific types of qualitative data collection tools utilized and examined in the literature, and,

c) An overview of the pro’s and con’s of qualitative internet research, according to the literature studied.

Internet research discussed in the literature

Kozinets (1998, 2002) is credited for making great contributions to the topic and use of internet marketing research. From the beginning, he has supported the use of netnography, a “qualitative method devised specifically to investigate the consumer behaviour of cultures and communities present on the internet” (1998, p. 366). Based on traditional ethnography as found in cultural anthropology, netnography requires the researcher to fully participate as a member in the case being studied. Thus the researcher will ‘enter’ the site of the online community (a website dedicated to loyal users of a product or brand, for example) and typically read user chat room postings to learn group norms, eventually posting his or her own text (joining the discussion), and often engaging members with one-on-one email correspondence. Similarly, Shoham (2004) further advocates for the use of chat rooms to understand how consumers build online brand communities.  

Other researchers emphasize the use of the internet specifically as an interviewing tool. Folkman Curasi (2001) examines the use of online in-depth interviews as a powerful complement to traditional interviews. She also notes that this type of data collection can permit data triangulation as well as strengthen the trustworthiness of the findings. Davis, Bolding, Hart, Sherr and Elford (2004) discuss the use of synchronous online interviews (real time instant messages instead of email correspondence) and offer important discussion notes about the use and suitability of online interviews, in particular for sensitive topics. Kitto and Barnett (2007) discuss online research concerns, and analyze the phenomenon of ‘thin online interview data’ and suggest that researchers can use electronic resources, specifically e-mail interview analysis to expand data. Finally, Stieger and Reips (2008) suggest that the use of a dynamic interviewing program (DIP) such as the instant messaging service ICQ (homophone for ‘I seek you’) as an effective means for conducting interviews and collecting data online. Similarly, they support the use of instant messaging (IM) as a worthwhile social research tool. 

The internet is also a potential tool for conducting focus groups. O’Connor and Madge (2003) discuss how to conduct online focus groups using the software conferencing technique Hotline Connect that enables a real-time chat with a moderator and participants. Overall, they embrace the potential of this data collection technique. Kenny (2005) discusses the use and potential of online focus groups, demonstrating evidence of rich engagement and vibrant interaction, through a study utilizing the common educational course delivery program WebCT. 
Equally important to the field, but receiving less attention in the literature, is the applied and direct consumer nature of online marketing research. Agrawal et al. (2004) discuss applied ways to implement online marketing research for direct consumer-driven response. Specifically, they report on the use of online research to assist with consumer initiatives.  

Finally, it is important to note that our literature search yielded few articles from the sport marketing literature that included any notion of qualitative internet marketing research. In fact, only one from our search (Wilson, 2007) noted the use of the internet for fan consumption – but this was in fact examined as a means to develop a sport community, as opposed to a vehicle for data collection.

Types of data collection tools utilized
From the literature, a variety of tools are discussed, which provide interesting means of data collection for internet marketing research. These include chat rooms, direct consumer experience, discussion boards, email interview analysis, Hotline Connect, ICQ/IM, netnography and WebCT. The table below indicates the various types of data collection tools available for sport marketing research.

Types of data collection tools
Chat rooms (Shoham, 2004)

Direct consumer experimentation (Agrawal et al., 2004)
Discussion Boards (Wilson, 2007)
E-mail interview analysis (Folkman Curasi, 2001; Kitto & Barnett, 2007)
Hotline Connect (O’Connor & Madge, 2003)
ICQ/IM (Davis et al., 2004; Stieger & Reips, 2008)
Netnography (Kozinets, 1998, 2002)
WebCT (Kenny, 2005)
An overview of the pro’s and con’s of qualitative internet research
Further from the analysis of the literature, it is important to point out the expert opinions regarding the viability of the use of qualitative internet research methods. These are summarized specific to marketing research benefits in the table below.
There are many obvious ‘pro’s’ noted in the literature for using internet research. To the organization, this type of research method offers great opportunity to speak more broadly and to a greater number of consumer groups (Agrawal et al., 2004). In addition, this permits a greater understanding and awareness of consumer behaviour (Agrawal et al., 2004).
As a tool, the internet also provides a wonderful opportunity for scientific and market research. It is well noted as being rapid and convenient (Kenny, 2005), cost-effective (Agrawal et al., 2004; Davis et al., 2004; Kenny, 2005) and quite simply is faster and simpler (Kitto & Barnett, 2007; Kozinets, 2002) than traditional qualitative research methods, especially considering that the research subjects typically type their own thoughts, eliminating the time-consuming task of transcribing interview data (Kozinets, 1998). Folkman Curasi (2001) notes that once electronic contact is made, it becomes easy (and expected) to ask after-the-fact follow-up questions and to conduct member checking on data analysis. The internet also provides a forum which is noted for being more natural and unobtrusive than traditional focus groups or interviews (Kozinets, 2002) in particular for those who, for a variety of personal or professional reasons are more sensitive to face-to-face data collection (Davis et al., 2004). Further, internet research is noted as being more dynamic and offering the opportunity to be sequential (Stieger & Reips, 2008) for researchers.
Finally, it is important to note here that internet marketing research can also have benefits and value for the consumer in question (Agrawal et al., 2004) providing networking and community-building (Wilson, 2007) opportunities.
In contrast, our review of literature revealed some important cautions pertaining to the use of internet research, in particular, due to the impersonal and ambiguous nature of the internet environment (Davis et al., 2004). Privacy is an issue that needs to be addressed (Agrawal et al., 2004), and great attention must be paid to the ethics and rigor of the study (Kozinets, 2002; O’Connor & Madge, 2003). Researchers must be aware of ‘trustworthy interpretation’ of their findings, given the unique nature of the collection (Kozinets, 2002). For example, email interviews involve a time lag that allows for reflective self-editing that cannot happen when face-to-face (Folkman Curasi, 2001), nor are there any body language clues with online data that could otherwise lend trustworthiness to the words communicated (Kitto & Barnett, 2007; Kozinets, 1998). Davis et al. (2004) note that real-time chat can result in a non-linear conversation as messages cross each other in cyberspace, resulting in ‘out of order’ conversations. Pauses in real-time chat can also confuse the researcher, who is unsure if the respondent is confused, deep in thought, typing, or trying to avoid the question (O’Connor & Madge, 2003). Finally it is important to be clear of editing (Davis et al., 2004) and inaccurate claims not supported by the data (Kitto & Barnett, 2007).  

Keep in mind, many aspects of online data collection can be perceived as either positive or negative. For example, chat rooms posters are usually anonymous. This can be a positive in that they can open up about sensitive topics when assured confidentiality, or a negative in that people can exaggerate or post outrageous comments without fear of revealing their true identity. Another example concerns the time lag between receiving researcher questions and sending responses. The time lag can be a positive if it results in a response that is more well-thought-out and articulate than is typical in face-to-face interviews, or a negative in that respondents have time to edit their comments and eliminate some of the raw emotions that can surface in face-to-face conversation. As with any alternative research methodology, the researcher considering using the internet to collect qualitative data must be aware of its strengths and limitations so as to make an informed choice regarding its use. 

Pro’s and con’s of internet research
Pro’s

Broader consumer awareness (Agrawal et al., 2004)

Cost-effective (Agrawa et al., 2004; Davis et al., 2004)

Dynamic, sequential (Stieger & Reips, 2008)

Pool of greater subjects (Agrawal et al., 2004)

Rapid, convenient (Kenny, 2005; Kitto & Barnett, 2007)

Unobtrusive research environment (Kozinets, 2002)

Much less transcribing (Kozinets, 1998)

Follow-up questions and member checking easy (Folkman Curasi, 2001)

Con’s

Privacy (Agrawal et al., 2004)

Ethics and rigor (Kozinets, 2002, O’Connor & Madge, 2003)

No body language clues (Kitto & Barnett, 2007; Kozinets, 1998)

Reflective self-editing (Folkman Curasi, 2001)
Interpretation of the data (Kozinets, 2002; Kitto & Barnett, 2007; Davis et al., 2004)

Implications for Sport Marketing
It is well documented that one of the most popular and robust online topics is that related to sport. Thus, it is well reasoned that sport marketing professionals – in both theory and in practice – 

are well positioned to take advantage of the internet and consider the use of some of the multitude of online qualitative research approaches and tools, as discussed in this research paper. The internet has the potential to eliminate some of the constraints inherent in the use of traditional data collection processes such as focus groups or face-to-face interviews. Fewer constraints mean that sport marketing researchers could study geographically distant or dispersed groups much more easily than previously. 

Conclusion

It is clear from our study that the internet can be an important tool for qualitative sport marketing research.  Through a comprehensive analysis of the qualitative internet research literature, this paper revealed the various online research approaches available to marketing researchers, presented the specific types of data collection tools utilized and examined in the literature, offered the pro’s and con’s of qualitative internet research and suggested important implications for sport marketing research.   It is our hope that a greater understanding and practice of qualitative internet research is embraced by the sport marketing discipline. 
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