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We delimit the scope of our discussion of field studies to research con-
ducted in organizational settings with organizational participants and consider any
unsimulated organizational research that occurs outside an experimental labora-
tory to be a field study. In this chapter, we consider direct interviews, surveys, quasi
experiments, and participant observation. Our purpose is to provide an overview
of a set of field study tools as well as practical advice and perspectives on using the
tools. After conceptualizing this array of tools, we identify a set of general chal-
lenges that most field studies face and describe how these challenges might be
managed. Throughout the chapter, we provide examples of the various ways that
well-known techniques, such as surveys, have been creatively applied both on their
own and in conjunction with other research techniques to illuminate the processes
and management of strategic marketing variables. These examples are summarized
in Table A1 in the appendix. We do not go into great technical detail on the use
of the research tools or data analysis; instead, we refer the reader to more compre-
hensive and technical resources on these aspects.

The Landscape of Field Tools

We like to think of field study methods in terms of the researcher’s control and
involvement: Field methodologies afford varying levels of control over what or
who is being measured and over involvement with a target firm or firms. Figure 1
plots the methods along these two dimensions and provides an overview of the
conceptual landscape. A

Involvement with the Organization

At one end of the involvement spectrum are field tools that demand a great deal
of time and coordination with the host firm(s): participant observation and quasi
experiments. Observing organizational participants in their environments requires
the consent of the firm and often the individual managers. Living in an organiza-
tional environment so as to achieve a rich understanding of its processes is an
important task for both the researcher and the firm being studied. Quasi experi-
ments, which involve experimental units, treatments, and nonequivalent groups of
participants, often require a great deal of coordination with the firm in regard to
the administration of measures and establishment of various controls around a spe-

cific event. An exception would be quasi experiments involving public events and

publicly available data.

Figure 1 ,
Conceptualization of Field Study Methods
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Involvement in Organization

At the opposite end of the involvement spectrum are tools that require
minimal levels of involvement with the firm(s). The most common tool in this cat-
egory is survey techniques, which may not require any direct involvement—partic-
ularly when the survey relies on an industrywide mailing list. Intraorganizational
surveys, which require the firm's permission and greater coordination efforts, are
an exception. Other tools require more involvement and coordination with the
firm, such as direct or depth interviews with specific organizational members.

Measurement Control -

A second dimension is the researcher’s control over who or what is being measured
within the firm; this dimension also varies across the tools. Surveys, direct inter-
views, and quasi experiments afford the researchers significant control over what
the instrument is measuring. These tools are often specifically designed to collect
data that confirms or falsifies certain theoretical hypotheses. The researchers may
also significantly influence who is measured by these tools, given the firm's per-

missions and interests. Tools such as participant observation represent the low end

of this dimension: The researcher may have little control over what is being
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advantage of a snowball effect—that is, one can begin to work with the firms that
are easiest to access and then use one’s access to those firms to attempt to gain
access to the more difficult firms. The researcher might ask firms to suggest other
firms that would be appropriate and would benefit from the research. Experience
shows that one will generally need to visit two-thirds of the firms that are con-
tacted by phone, and that two-thirds of the firms one visits will agree to partici-
pate. A third of the firms may drop out for various reasons even after they agree to
participate, with the end result being participation by approximately 30% of those
initially contacted.

We recommend that researchers develop a one-page proposal describing -

the problem area, research objectives, data collection process, timeline, and expected
benefits and insights for the firm. Senior managers make ideal contacts since they
have the most power to assure access and to influence employees to cooperate with
data collection efforts. The firm must understand that the researcher is conducting
academic research and not a consulting project, which means that the researcher
must insure the rights to publish the results of the research, even if the results are
unfavorable. A contract is always useful and may be necessary.

Data collection should not rely heavily on the actions of individual
employees. When we surveyed a supplier’s customer base, for example, we asked
the firm to provide the names of their customers and to sign one generic letter
endorsing the research. Then we administered the mailing and the follow-up. By
asking the firm to do as little as possible in the data collection, the researcher
reduces the firm's costs of participating and gains greater control over the process.
Finally, it is always helpful to leave a back door open, obtaining permission to
question the respondents or managers again on specific issues at a later date if nec-
essary. After the research has been conducted one may discover a puzzling result
or realize that one neglected to ask a critical question.

Common-Method Bias
Because of the difficulty of gaining access to data, much of the research on mar-
keting strategy has relied on a single approach (like a survey) for data collection
and hypothesis testing. This approach has been criticized because of its potential
for common-method bias, meaning that data are related merely because they are
generated by the same method, making them subject to distortion.

One solution is to use multiple methods for studying marketing strategy.
By triangulating the results of various tools, one gains greater confidence that the
phenomenon of interest does operate as hypothesized and is n&»m«&v\ robust. In
their research on improvisation in new product development processes, Miner,

Bassoff, and Moorman (2001) used a combination of direct interviews, observa-
tion activities, and archival data to converge on how improvisation is enacted
within the firm. Moorman (1996) used surveys in a quasi-experimental design to
collect independent variables from consumers and then used direct interviews for
the collection of the dependent variables.

Anderson, Fornell, and Lehmann (1994) utilized survey data from the
Swedish Customer Satisfaction Barometer to collect their independent variables
and then used secondary-source data on return on investment as their dependent
variables. Lemon, White; and Winer (2002) used survey and panel data to inves-
tigate how future considerations affect the customer’s decision to stay with or ter-
minate their service subscription and then followed this with a laboratory experi-
ment. Chandy, Prabhu, and Antia (2003) investigated the dynamics of technology
expectations and radical innovations using three studies. In the first two studies,
they used a MARKSTRAT simulation to test the causal links among a set of key
variables. The third study involved a survey of 550 retail banks.

Retrospective Bias
Informants naturally tend to engage in “sensemaking” on their own or when asked
to reconstruct the past from memory. Researchers can circumvent this bias in var-
ious ways. One approach is to question multiple observers about the same event.
An alternative is to augment primary data from organizational participants with
archival data, either from the firm or from public sources. Buchanan (1992)
assessed the validity of her key informants’ (store managers) assessments of their
supplier relationships via a survey of additional informants: divisional merchandise
managers and suppliers. A third approach is participant observation, although this
method may require the researcher to spend significant time and effort being pres-
ent within the firm, in the right place at the right time. We elaborate further on
this problem in regard to specific tools in subsequent sections.

At this point, we turn to a more specific discussion of the challenges and
advances associated with each of the various field tools: direct interviews, surveys,
quasi experiments, and participant observation.

Direct Interviews and Focus Groups

Direct or depth interviews entail personal interactions between the researcher and
specific organizational participants (see McCracken 1988 and Thompson,
Locander, and Pollio 1989 for interview guidelines). These interviews can take
place over the phone or face-to-face and can serve a multitude of purposes. They
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x focus group interviews with 10-15 informants in each group, making each
roup as homogenous (in terms of rank and functional area) as possible to encour-
3e participation.

urveys
urveys are perhaps the most widely used tool for field research and the study of

arketing strategy (see Dillman 2000 for an extensive primer on the design and
cecution of surveys). This tool is useful for mapping the principle features of a ter-

in—and toward a specific research objective. Surveys are enormously valuable for

:limited purposes such as static descriptions (does X happen?), context (under

hat circumstances does X happen?), and discovery (spotting and naming X), but -

:nerally provide no insight into causality or the dynamics of a phenomenon
iless additional measures, such as a time series, are used, or causality-related
formation is directly obtained. Surveys are practical, tractable tools (though they
e not necessarily easy to perform!) and are therefore often overused or misused.

strospective Bias in Survey Research

he goal of a survey is to obtain grounded, specific judgments of what respondents
e. It provides a summary of what unfolds before respondents every day, but does
>t provide a comprehensive picture. Like direct interviews, surveys are subject to
retrospective bias; respondents tend to report on what they think happened
stead of what Jid happen. One way to overcome this bias is to use a variety of
easure types, such as observation and assessment questions, in order to assess the
cets of a construct. Consider the example of a survey question investigating how
uch a sales representative learns that is specific to his or her employer. An obser-
tion question might be, “When you hire experienced salespeople from within
wr industry, how many months do they require to reach the proficiency of some-
months.” An assess-
ent statement might be, “To be effective, salespeople must learn a great deal

1e who has mastered the sales territory? Approximately

out the ins and outs of our company, our ways of doing things, and our cus-
mers.” Respondents would then agree or disagree with the statement. By
aploying a variety of approaches in measuring a construct, the researcher
iproves his or her understanding of the nature, depth, and breadth of a construct.

A second approach for reducing retrospective bias is to use projective
snettes. This method is particularly valuable when the researcher is investigating
phenomenon that involves social desirability. Consider the following question

»m Robertson and Anderson (1993), based on focus group interviews of sales-

people. This question taps whether the respondent considers lying to the boss
socially acceptable behavior. The question is deliberately innocuous, to avoid elic-
iting the socially desirable answer. The domain of this construct is captured by the
italicized words:

Your boss is a real stickler for reporting procedures and for making
lots of sales calls. You havent been able to convince your boss that
you are much more effective making fewer, targeted calls. Should
you keep your boss happy by exaggerating the number of calls you're
making? Definitely should not—Definitely should (1-7) (p. 630)

By adding projection to the question, the researcher can reduce retrospective bias
and still attempt to get respondents to provide honest answers about socially unde-
sirable behaviors:

A close friend of yours, John, used to work with you but was
transferred to another region, still working for your company.
John calls to ask your advice about the following: John's boss is a
real stickler for reporting procedures and for making lots of sales
calls. John hasn’t been able to convince his boss that John is much
more effective making fewer, targeted calls. Shou/d John keep his
boss happy by exaggerating the number of calls he’s making?
Definitely should not—Definitely should (1-7) (p. 630)

The question attempts to maximize the respondent’s involvement, using the lan-
guage of the informants so that the respondent will project his or her intended
behavior more accurately. (As much as possible, survey measures should be written
in the language of the informant. Depth interviews are particularly effective for

uncovering this language.)

Common-Method Bias in Survey Research

The threat of common-method bias can be minimized in several ways. One
approach is to spread the various items tapping a construct throughout the survey,
so that the respondent is less likely to detect which items affect which factors.
Another approach is to minimize the use of subjective questions. A third tactic is
to combine the survey findings with archival data, as illustrated by Lemon, White,
and Winer (2002). They used archival data containing monthly information on
customers’ decisions to keep or drop an interactive TV service. A survey of 49(
households measured overall satisfaction, usage, and expectations of future use
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Finally, it is worth considering whether to administer the survey online or
via paper and pencil. Both approaches have their tradeoffs. Online surveys provide
real-time data, reduce the coding errors that arise from the transcription of paper
data to an electronic format, and can be customized to respondents. For example,
it is possible to provide nested sets of questions to respondents on the basis of their
prior responses within a survey. The development of a robust site can be expensive,
however, and requires a high level of technical skill. A Web survey is also less
portable than a paper-and-pencil survey (respondents must be at a computer), and
there is also the problem of driving traffic to the site. Paper-and-pencil surveys are
often cheaper to produce and relatively easy to administer, but the transit time
between the researcher and the respondents can be significant and fraught with
error (there can be postal errors and incorrect addresses, for example). Moreover,
the surveys are easily lost both in the mail and by respondents.

Quasi Experiments

Quasi experiments are similar to laboratory experiments in that they involve treat-
ments, outcome measures, and experimental units. Their primary difference is that
quasi experiments do not contain random assignment, which is a critical factor for
inferring treatment-caused change in laboratory experiments. If one is running a
quasi experiment on salesforce incentives, it may not be possible to assign man-
agers randomly throughout the firm to participate in the quasi experiment, nor
would it make sense to do so. As a result, quasi experiments involve nonequivalent
groups, meaning that the participants may differ systematically on a variety of
dimensions. The researcher’s task is thus to separate the treatment-induced effects
from the initial noncomparability of the respondents. To this end, Simester et al.
(2000) used a variety of variables to control for otherwise unobservable environ-
mental factors that might confound the effects of their treatment; they also statis-
tically controlled for individual scale and question effects in their analysis.

Whenever possible, using a control group can enhance the validity of the
results, since it provides a baseline understanding of the dependent variables in the
absence of a treatment effect. A control group is even more important in the field
than in the laboratory because of the noisiness of field environments and the
researcher’s inability to control everything that goes on during the experimental
period. A common quasi experimental design is the untreated control group, which
makes use of a pretest and a post-test, as shown below.
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]

In this approach, the X indicates the treatment. The Os indicate a measuremen
point for Group A, which is the treatment group (above the dotted line) and fo
B, the untreated control group, though it may not always be possible to use a con
trol group. In research on the Nutrition Labeling and Education Act, Moorma
(1996) and Balasubramanian and Cole (2002) were not able to use a control grou
because the act was implemented nationwide. As a result, the researchers tool
other steps to enhance the internal validity of their findings such as insuring tha
the same stores were visited in the same month during the pre and post conditions
distributing data collections evenly across stores, time of day, and day of the week
and controlling for store promotional activity via Nielsen data.

Sometimes researchers must modify the standard untreated control grouj
design for the research context. For example, in her research on online reverse auc:
tions, Jap (2003) attempted to use the untreated-control-group design with a pretes
and post-test measurement when surveying suppliers, but found that the supplier:
resisted completing the post-treatment survey because it occurred within only a few
weeks of the pre-treatment survey, and their attitudes toward the buyer had no
changed significantly in that time period. Thus, the design was modified as follows

In general, it is wise to be opportunistic when using quasi experiments.
One must look for a naturally occurring event in a firm that could serve as a basis
for study. Jap (2003) and Simester et al. (2000) were, for example, involved with
corporations who were planning their own internal experiments concerning cus-
tomer service interventions and online reverse auctions. Maxham and Netemeyer’s
(2002) quasi experiment also took place around naturally occurring events; they
were able to examine customer service failure and recovery efforts over a 20-month
period as these events occurred in a major bank. Maxham and Netemeyer surveyed
customers before and after a service recovery effort, and approximately six months
later, they surveyed the same customers before and after a second service recovery
effort. This study is also noteworthy for collecting longitudinal survey data over
three time periods, instead of just two time periods.
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Conclusions

In this chapter, we have identified some key issues associated with field studies and
have provided some suggestions for handling them. We have also discussed the
specific challenges associated with various field study tools. In general, it is wise to
be opportunistic about field research, using a variety of field tools, blending mul-
tiple sources of data, and learning as much as possible about the research context
and how the phenomenon of interest occurs in the marketplace. Since field
research can be incredibly time consuming, it is important to try and generate mul-
tiple projects from one data collection.

The field context is inherently noisy and difficult to control, making it rel-
atively easy to develop alternative explanations for the results. If these explanations
are correlated with the variables in the study, one cannot deploy the usual defense,
that the impact of omitted variables is contained in the error term. Others often
question whether informants gave honest answers and whether they are truly
knowledgeable, particularly when the phenomenon under investigation is large
and complex. It can be difficult to establish that no systematic reason exists for
nonresponses, a reason that might contaminate the data set. And the inability to
prove causality (outside of longitudinal or quasi-experimental work) continues as a
constant issue.

But field studies remain a fascinating means by which to study marketing
strategy, providing a bird’s-eye view into marketing phenomena as it occurs in its
natural habitat, the firm. Carefully construed, these studies for the most part make
it through the review process and are published in leading journals. For most mar-
keting problems, the range of plausible outcomes is enormous. Theory and logic
alone cannot delimit the plausible from the probable. Ultimately, a well-performed
field study provides compelling evidence of what actually happens, offering a
definitive verdict. And field research is the best way to show that a phenomenon
is robust, that it operates predictably in multiple settings. Finally, field research is
the most effective and most efficient way to map out the domain of a problem,
showing its interconnections, antecedents, and consequences, short and long term.
For these reasons and more, field studies can be incredibly worthwhile endeavors.
Sandy D. Jap is Associate Professor of Marketing, Goizuela Business School, Emory University.

Erin Anderson is John H. Loudon Chaired Professor of International Management and Professor
of Marketing, INSEAD.
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Appendix Table A1

Field Study Applications in Marketing Strategy

Avthor ‘Research Tool Application Notes

Simester et al. Quasi experiment  Variations in the field sefting can yield incon-
{2000) sistent treaiments; controls for unobservable

factors, ireatment confounds, individual scale,
and question effects; involves naturally occur-
ring event

Jop and Gonesan ~ Survey Generalizability in a single-indusiry sefting;
{2000) cross-sectional insight into dynamic
phenomenon

Miner, Bassoff, and - Direct interviews,  Multimethod approach to minimize common-
Moorman (2001} participant obser-  method bias; direct inferview approach
' vation, and inhibits retrospective bias; fime consuming

archival data

Moorman {1996) Quasi experiment, Multimethod approach fo minimize common-
direct interviews  method bias; lack of a control group and
alternative approaches to enhance internal
validity; involves naturally occurring event

Anderson, Fornell,  Survey, secondary  Multimethod approach to minimize common-

" and Lehmann {1994) dala method bias

Lemon, White, and  Survey, archival  Improves internal and external validity; miti-
Winer (2002) data, laboratory  gating common-method bias
experiment

Buchanan (1992) Survey

Assesses validity of key informants via addi-
tional informants

Chandy, Prabhu, Simulation and improves infernal and external validity
and Antia {2003) survey

Kohli and Jaworski _ Direct interviews  Discovery and exploration of new phenomena;
(1990} exploration in multiple contexts enhances gen-
“eralizability of findings

Wathne, Biong, and  Conjoint analysis  Reduces reirospective and social-desirability

Heide {2001) in direct interviews bias
Urban and Von Direct interviews,  Reduces retrospective bias, common-method
Hippel (1988) survey, focus bias

group
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