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Chapter 5

Descriptive and Causal Research 
Designs
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Learning Objectives

• Explain the purpose and advantages of survey 
research designs

• Describe the types of survey methods 

• Discuss the factors influencing the choice of 
survey methods

• Explain experiments and the types of variables 
used in causal designs

• Define test marketing and evaluate its 
usefulness in marketing research
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Value of Descriptive and Causal Survey
Research Designs

• Quantitative methods of collecting primary 
data involve much larger samples

– Including survey designs used in descriptive and 
causal research
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Descriptive Research Designs and 
Surveys

• Selection of a descriptive research design is 
based on three factors:

– Nature of the initial problem or  opportunity

– Research questions

– Research objectives

• Approaches used to collect data for 
descriptive research: 

– Asking questions

– Observation
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Exhibit 5.1 - Advantages and Disadvantages 
of Quantitative Survey Research Designs
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Descriptive Research Designs and 
Surveys

• Survey research methods: Research 
procedures for collecting large amounts of 
data using question-and-answer formats

– Descriptive research designs often result in the 
use of survey research methods
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Types of Errors in Surveys

• Sampling errors

– The difference between the findings based on the 
sample and the true values for a population

– Caused by the method of sampling used and the 
size of the sample

– Can be reduced by:

• Increasing sample size 

• Using the appropriate sampling method
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Nonsampling Errors

Respondent Errors

• Consist of both nonresponse error and response error

Nonresponse Error

• A systematic bias that occurs when the final sample differs 
from the planned sample

Response Error

• When respondents have impaired memory or do not respond 
accurately
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Exhibit 5.2 - Major Types of Survey 
Research Methods
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Exhibit 5.3 - Advantages and Disadvantages 
of Person-Administered Surveys
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Exhibit 5.4 - Advantages and Disadvantages 
of Self-Administered Surveys
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Selecting the Appropriate Survey 
Method

• Situational characteristics

– Budget

– Completion time frame

– Quality requirements

– Completeness of data

– Data generalizability: Projectable to the 
population represented by the sample in a study

– Data precision
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Selecting the Appropriate Survey 
Method

• Task characteristics

– Task difficulty

– Required stimuli

– Amount of information asked from respondents

– Topic sensitivity: The degree to which a survey 
question leads the respondent to give a socially 
acceptable response
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Selecting the Appropriate Survey 
Method

• Respondent characteristics
– Diversity

– Incidence rate: The percentage of the general 
population that is the subject of  the market research

– Respondent participation
• Ability to participate: The ability of both the interviewer and 

the respondent to get together in a question-and-answer 
interchange

• Willingness to participate: The respondent’s inclination or 
disposition to share his or her thoughts

• Knowledge level: Degree to which the selected respondents 
feel they have knowledge of or experience with the survey’s 
topics
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Causal Research Designs

• Causal research: Studies that enable 
researchers to assess “cause-effect”  
relationships between two or more variables

– Independent variables: Variables whose values 
are directly manipulated by the researcher

– Dependent variables: Measures of effects or 
outcomes that occur as a result of  changes in 
levels of the independent or causing variable(s)
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Causal Research Designs

• Research requires researchers to collect data 
using experimental designs

– Experiment: An empirical investigation that tests 
for hypothesized relationships between 
dependent variables and  manipulated 
independent variables
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The Nature of Experimentation

• Experiments can explain cause-and-effect 
relationships between variables/constructs 
and determine why events occur

– Variable: A concept or construct that can vary or 
have more than one value
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The Nature of Experimentation

• Control variables: Do not vary freely or 
systematically with independent variables

– Should not change as the independent variable is 
manipulated

• Extraneous variables: Any variables that 
experimental researchers do not measure or 
control that may affect the dependent 
variable
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Comparing Laboratory and Field 
Experiments

• Laboratory (lab) experiments: Causal research 
designs that are conducted in an  artificial 
setting

• Field experiments: Causal research designs 
that manipulate the independent variables in 
order to measure the dependent variable in a 
natural setting

– Performed in natural or “real” settings
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The end!

Descriptive and Causal Research 
Designs
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