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Introduction

Qualitative research has long been the cornerstone of understanding
human behaviour, emotions, and motivations. Unlike quantitative
research, which relies on large datasets and statistical analysis,
qualitative research seeks depth over breadth, focusing on the richness of
individual experiences.

Can qualitative research really be conducted at scale? Has Al enabled or
accelerated this movement? This paper explores these questions,
weighing the promise and limitations of Al-driven qualitative research,
and examining how researchers can navigate this transformation without
losing the core of qualitative insights.
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What does ‘Scale’ mean in research?

Scale is fundamentally about efficiency, automation, and reach. Scaling
research means:

— Expanding sample sizes from dozens to thousands.
— Speeding up analysis using automation.
— Standardising insights for consistency.

Historically, these processes were shaped by technological limitations in
the 1960s-1980s, requiring structured inputs for analysis. Today, modern
analytics can quantify virtually any form of data, including unstructured
formats like text, audio, and video. This removes the need for rigid
structures at the data collection stage, opening the door for scaled
qualitative approaches.

Al is now being applied to qualitative research - raising questions about
whether its core principles can survive when scaled.
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Is scaling qualitative research fundamentally
contradictory, or can Al resolve this paradox?

At first glance, scaling qualitative research seems like an oxymoron. How
can a process designed for intimate; nuanced exploration be expanded
without losing its essence?

Enter artificial intelligence. Al-driven tools (ranging from Natural
Language Processing (NLP) to sentiment analysis, AI-moderated
interviews, and video analysis) seek to bridge this gap. They allow
researchers to process and analyse massive amounts of qualitative data
at a speed and scale never seen before.

But does this automation truly capture the richness of human experience,
or does it flatten insights into patterns rather than meaning? Can Al
detect the same emotional depth that a trained human researcher can?
And if Al is now handling qualitative research at scale, what is the role of
the researcher in this new landscape?
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The traditional view:
why qualitative research resists scaling

For decades, qualitative research has been valued for its ability to capture
the nuances of human experience that structured data alone cannot
reveal. This fundamental characteristic has made qualitative research
difficult to scale.

Below are four key reasons why traditional qualitative research resists
scaling and why researchers have historically viewed large-scale
qualitative approaches with scepticism.

1.

Depth over breadth: the need for rich, detailed insights

The power of qualitative research lies in its ability to go beyond
surface-level responses. A single in-depth interview can reveal layers
of meaning - the why behind a consumer’s decision, the unspoken
frustrations of an employee, or the deeper psychological factors
driving behaviour.

This depth is achieved through open-ended exploration, follow-up
questions, and the flexibility to pivot based on a participant’s
response. In contrast, scaling often prioritises patterns over individual
nuance, potentially losing the richness that makes qualitative
research meaningful.

Context sensitivity: the challenge of capturing meaning
beyond words.

Human communication is highly contextual. The same words can
carry entirely different meanings depending on tone, facial
expressions, cultural background, or even the specific setting in which
they are spoken.

For example, when a participant in a focus group says, "This product
is interesting"”, the meaning could vary:

—  Said with excitement, it suggests genuine enthusiasm.

— Said with hesitation, it could indicate polite disinterest.

— Said in certain cultural contexts, it might actually be a
euphemism for scepticism or rejection.

Traditional qualitative methods allow researchers to read between the
lines, detecting nonverbal cues, pauses, contradictions, and shifts in
emotion. Al and automated methods, while improving, still struggle
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to capture these subtle forms of meaning, making them less reliable
for extracting deep, contextual insights at scale.

3. Small sample sizes: prioritising quality over quantity

In traditional qualitative research, small, carefully-selected samples
are not seen as a limitation but as a strength:

— A small but diverse group of 20 interviewees can yield insights
that no survey of 10,000 respondents could provide.

—  Ethnographic studies of five families can reveal deep behavioural
insights that are more valuable than broad but shallow data
points.

— A single customer journey-mapping session can expose hidden
pain points that might never surface in a structured survey.

Scaling qualitative research inherently shifts the focus from quality to
quantity, potentially weakening its ability to uncover deep, human
truths.

4. Interpersonal interaction: the value of human engagement

Traditional qualitative research relies on human-to-human interaction
- a dynamic that is difficult to replicate through automation. Direct
engagement via qualitative research methods allows researchers to:

—  Build rapport with participants, fostering trust and openness.

— Adjust and adapt based on real-time responses, following
unexpected but valuable conversational threads.

— Encourage deeper reflection, using active listening techniques
that AI can struggle to replicate.

While Al-driven chatbots and virtual moderators are emerging, they
have some way to go in having the empathy, adaptability, and
intuition of human researchers.
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The core dilemma:
can scale and depth coexist?

These four pillars — depth, context sensitivity, small sample sizes, and
interpersonal interaction, form the foundation of why qualitative research
has traditionally resisted scaling. The concern is clear — If we prioritise
scale, do we lose the essence of qualitative research?

However, as Al technologies evolve, they promise new ways to expand
qualitative research without fully compromising its integrity. The next
section explores this shift - how Al is redefining what’s possible and
whether qualitative research at scale is still an oxymoron or a new
frontier.
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The case for scaling:
how AI and technology are changing the landscape

Today, Al-powered tools are enabling researchers to process, analyse,
and interpret qualitative data at an unprecedented scale.

At the same time, clients now have access to increasing amounts of
market research-relevant data generated outside the traditional MR
industry, ranging from social media and search behaviour to even
ChatGPT conversations. This influx of external, unstructured data is
pushing researchers to adopt new tools and methods capable of
processing insights at scale.

Rather than replacing human insight, these technologies are augmenting

it — providing faster, broader access to qualitative insights while
challenging traditional assumptions about depth and scale.

Here are four keyways Al is changing the landscape of qualitative
research:

1. Natural Language Processing (NLP) and sentiment analysis:
processing vast amounts of qualitative data

Historically, qualitative researchers manually sifted through interview

transcripts, open-ended survey responses, and focus group
recordings - a time-intensive process prone to researcher bias and
inconsistencies.

Now, Natural Language Processing (NLP) algorithms can:

- Analyse thousands of open-ended responses in minutes.
—  Detect sentiment at scale.

— Recognise intent and emotion.

2. Conversational AI and chatbots: AI-powered interviews and
virtual moderators

One of the biggest hurdles in scaling qualitative research has been

the need for human-led interaction. However, Al-driven chatbots and

virtual moderators are beginning to change this dynamic.
Advances in conversational AI now allow researchers to:

—  Conduct automated in-depth interviews with AI-powered
moderators that adapt in real time.
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- Use chatbots to gather open-ended responses, probing deeper
when necessary.

— Maintain consistent and unbiased questioning, reducing
interviewer variability.

For instance, an Al chatbot conducting a consumer research study
might ask, "Tell me about your last experience using [Product X]." If
the participant responds, "It was frustrating," the chatbot can follow
up with, "What specifically made it frustrating?

This kind of dynamic probing, once exclusive to human moderators, is
now possible at scale, allowing for deeper insights while reducing
researcher workload.

3. Video and image analysis: interpreting non-verbal cues

A key argument against scaling qualitative research has been its
reliance on non-verbal communication, which traditional Al struggled
to interpret. But recent breakthroughs in computer vision and
emotion AI are making it possible for machines to analyse these
elements with growing accuracy.

New AI-driven tools can now:

— Analyse video interviews, detecting micro-expressions and
emotional shifts.

- Assess body language.

— Identify cultural nuances in non-verbal communication.

While this technology is still evolving, its ability to augment human
interpretation of non-verbal cues is opening new doors for large-scale
qualitative research.

4. Large-scale thematic analysis: clustering insights from
thousands of open-ended verbatim

One of the most transformative applications of Al in qualitative
research is its ability to identify themes and patterns across massive
datasets. Al-powered thematic analysis enables researchers to:

- Group similar responses into clusters, identifying key themes
without manually coding each response.

— Surface hidden insights by detecting patterns that human
researchers might overlook.

— Compare responses across different segments, identifying
variations by demographics, geography, or sentiment.
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This ability to quickly extract structured insights from unstructured
data is one of Al's most powerful contributions to qualitative
research.
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The promise and the challenge

Al is undeniably expanding the reach and efficiency of qualitative
research, allowing for faster, broader, and more scalable analysis than
ever before. However, the question remains: can these Al-driven
methods truly replicate the depth, nuance, and human intuition that
define traditional qualitative research?

While Al can identify themes, detect sentiment, and automate interviews,
there are still critical aspects - like spontaneous follow-ups, cultural
interpretation, and deep emotional nuance, that remain difficult to fully
automate.

As Al continues to evolve, the challenge for researchers is clear, how do
we balance the power of Al-driven scale with the human depth that
makes qualitative research meaningful?
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The counterarguments:
what gets lost in the process?

While Al-driven tools have made it possible to scale qualitative research,
many researchers remain sceptical about whether these technologies can
truly replace human interpretation.

Here are four concerns about what gets lost when qualitative research is
scaled through AI:

1. Depth vs. pattern recognition: AI struggles with subtlety

Human behaviour is not always logical or consistent, and meaning is
often found in contradictions, hesitations, and ambiguity - elements
that AI still struggles to interpret accurately.

While Al can efficiently categorise qualitative data, it often flattens
complex human experiences into digestible summaries, missing the
emotional and psychological depth that makes qualitative insights
truly valuable.

2. Bias and ethical concerns: Al reflects the data it’'s trained on

Al models are only as good as the data they are trained on. If the
underlying dataset carries biases, Al can amplify these rather than
eliminate them.

A key ethical concern is the potential for historical bias in training
data - AI models learn from past data, meaning they can reinforce
existing stereotypes rather than challenge them. For example,
sentiment analysis tools have been shown to interpret the same
words differently depending on the speaker’s demographic
background, leading to skewed conclusions.

Al also tends to prioritise dominant themes, potentially dismissing
minority perspectives or outlier insights that could be critical to
understanding niche audiences.

Many AI-driven research tools operate as black boxes, meaning
researchers may not fully understand how conclusions were reached -
raising concerns about interpretability and accountability.

If we're not careful, the industry risks becoming overly prescriptive
with qualitative research- using AI not to enhance insight, but to cut
costs. This could lead to a ‘race to the bottom,’ where qualitative
work becomes formulaic, transactional, and stripped of its
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interpretative richness. In trying to mimic the efficiencies of
quantitative research, we may end up falling between two stools -
losing the depth of qualitative research without gaining the
robustness of quantitative research.

While Al offers scalability, its ethical risks require careful oversight to
ensure that research findings remain fair, accurate, and inclusive.

3. Lack of spontaneity: AI conversations miss the human
element

One of the most valuable aspects of qualitative research is its
flexibility. A skilled moderator can adapt to the flow of a
conversation, explore unexpected insights, and ask follow-up
questions in real-time. Al-driven interviews and chatbots, while
improving, still lack this level of adaptability.

Consider a focus group where a participant unexpectedly shares a
deeply personal experience. A human moderator might recognise this
as a pivotal moment, shifting the discussion to explore similar
experiences among others in the group. An Al-powered chatbot,
however, follows pre-programmed logic, unable to recognise the
emotional weight of a moment or pivot meaningfully in response.

Even with advanced Natural Language Processing (NLP), Al-driven
conversations tend to be linear and predictable - which limits their
ability to uncover truly spontaneous, breakthrough insights.

4. Participant experience: do people open up
to AI in the same way?

Another concern is how people engage with AI vs. human
researchers. A key strength of qualitative research is its reliance on
trust and rapport, which allows participants to share deeper and more
candid insights. Do people feel as comfortable opening up to an Al
interviewer as they do with a human?

Researchers often build rapport through active listening, empathy
and personal engagement - elements that AI still struggles to
replicate convincingly.

Furthermore, many people are hesitant to share personal thoughts
with a machine, especially on sensitive or complex topics like mental
health, political beliefs or individual experiences. Conversely, in some
cases, Al’s lack of human judgment might encourage honesty (e.g.,
in sensitive or stigmatised discussions). But in others, the lack of
emotional reciprocity may make responses more superficial and
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transactional.

While Al may be effective for structured qualitative interactions (such
as large-scale text-based surveys), it may fall short in situations
where human connection is key to unlocking deeper, more
meaningful insights.
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Balancing scale and depth:
where do we go from here?

These limitations highlight the core tension in scaling qualitative research:
while Al offers speed, efficiency, and broader reach, it struggles with the
depth, spontaneity, and human connection that make qualitative research
valuable in the first place.

The key challenge for researchers is not rejecting Al but understanding its
limitations and designing methodologies that balance technology with
human expertise.
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Bridging the divide:
the future of qualitative research
in the AI era and what this means for researchers.

The rise of Al in qualitative research has sparked a debate between scale
and depth, automation and human insight.

Rather than viewing Al as a replacement for traditional methods, the
future of qualitative research lies in hybrid approaches that combine the
efficiency of Al with the interpretative expertise of human researchers. By
strategically integrating AI while maintaining human oversight,
researchers can scale their work without sacrificing depth and
authenticity.

Here’s how the next frontier of qualitative research will take shape:

1. Hybrid approaches: Al for preprocessing & analysis, humans
for interpretation

The best way forward is not choosing between Al and traditional
qualitative methods but combining them. Al can be used to process,
structure, and categorise large volumes of qualitative data, while
human researchers provide the critical interpretation and depth that
machines cannot replicate.

How hybrid research models work:
— Al analyses open-ended responses, identifying themes,
sentiment, and patterns.

— Researchers validate and interpret Al-generated themes, adding
depth and context.

— Al automates transcription and coding, speeding up manual
research tasks.

— Human moderators conduct follow-up probing, ensuring insights
go beyond surface-level responses.
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Case Study:
Navigating the AI paradox in
Qualitative research at Canva.

At Canva, we're testing Al’s ability to scale qualitative research while
preserving the depth that makes it valuable. We're experimenting across
the research workflow, from Al-assisted moderation to large-scale
sentiment analysis, seeing where Al can accelerate analysis without
flattening insights. The results are promising - Al helps surface patterns
faster, but we're finding that human interpretation remains essential for
context and meaning. This reinforces the paradox: AI expands reach, but
depth requires human oversight. Rather than replacing traditional
methods, we're finding a balance, leveraging Al for efficiency while
ensuring researchers stay at the core of qualitative insight.

1. Human-AI collaboration: AI-assisted interviews with
researcher intervention

One of the biggest challenges with AI-driven qualitative research is its
lack of spontaneity. While AI chatbots and virtual moderators can
conduct structured interviews, they often fail to probe deeper when
unexpected insights emerge.

A promising solution is Al-assisted interviewing, where Al facilitates
the conversation, but human researchers intervene at key moments.

How Al-assisted interviews work:
— AI chatbots conduct first-stage interviews, collecting broad

insights and identifying areas for deeper exploration.

— Researchers monitor Al-led conversations in real-time, stepping
in when necessary.

— Al identifies conversation triggers, flagging responses that might
require human follow-up.

— The process blends Al efficiency with human adaptability,
allowing for both scale and depth.

This collaborative model ensures that AI enhances qualitative
research without losing the depth of human-led inquiry.
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2. Evolving researcher roles: from interviewers to insight
curators

As Al becomes more integrated into qualitative research, the role of
the researcher is shifting, with researchers taking on higher-value
strategic roles:

— From interviewers to insight curators: researchers will focus
less on conducting individual interviews and more on guiding Al
analysis, refining insights, and crafting strategic narratives.

— From data processors to Al trainers: researchers will need to
train and refine AI models, ensuring they align with qualitative
research best practices.

-  From report writers to storytellers: with Al handling large-
scale data processing, researchers will shift towards storytelling -
crafting compelling narratives from Al-generated insights.

The future qualitative researcher may well be a hybrid expert,
balancing Al-driven efficiencies with human-led meaning-making.

3. Transparency & ethical Al use: ensuring AI-enhanced research
remains authentic

As Al takes on a bigger role in qualitative research, transparency and
ethical considerations must remain a priority. Al is only as good as
the data it's trained on, and blindly relying on AI-driven insights can
lead to biased, incomplete, or misleading conclusions.

Key ethical considerations in Al-driven qualitative research:

— Ensuring AI models are fair & unbiased: Al must be trained
on diverse, representative datasets to avoid amplifying biases.

- Transparency in AI analysis: researchers should clearly
communicate when Al has been used to process qualitative data,
ensuring clients and stakeholders understand its limitations.

— Maintaining participant trust: if Al-driven tools are conducting
interviews, participants should be informed and given the choice
to engage with a human moderator if preferred.

— Combining AI with human oversight: Al should never be the
sole decision-maker in qualitative research - human researchers
must validate and refine Al-driven insights to ensure accuracy
and authenticity.

Across the market research industry, the use of Al-powered
summarisation tools is becoming increasingly common. A key best
practice is ensuring that all AI-generated outputs - whether themes
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or summaries, remain traceable and linked to the original source
data. Not all tools offer this level of transparency, but some
platforms, such as Qualzy and CoLoop, have built-in features that
allow researchers to verify, challenge, and edit Al outputs throughout
the research process. These capabilities are essential for maintaining
ethical standards and ensuring that technology enhances rather than
compromises research integrity.

By prioritising ethical Al use, researchers can maintain trust and
credibility while embracing the advantages of Al-driven scale.
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Conclusion:
a new definition of qualitative research?

The rise of Al in qualitative research has forced the industry to rethink
long-held assumptions. For decades, qualitative research has been
defined by depth, context, and human interpretation - elements that
seemed inherently resistant to scale. But with Al’s ability to process vast
amounts of qualitative data, conduct automated interviews, and identify
themes at unprecedented speed, the line between qualitative and
quantitative research is becoming increasingly blurred.

This transformation raises a critical question: can Al augment qualitative
research without stripping away its essence?

Al as an enhancer, not a replacement

If Al is used purely as a tool for efficiency and scale, there is a real risk of
diluting what makes qualitative research valuable. However, when Al is
positioned as an enhancer rather than a replacement, it opens new
possibilities for qualitative research.

Yet, at the core of all these advancements, human researchers remain
essential - not just as interpreters of Al-driven insights but as curators of
meaning, ensuring that research goes beyond pattern recognition to
uncover the deeper "why" behind human experiences.

This shift does not mean abandoning the principles of qualitative research
- it means evolving them to fit a new era of technology-driven insights.

The call for a balanced approach

The key to the future of qualitative research is balance. Al offers speed,
scalability, and efficiency, while human researchers bring nuance,
adaptability, and emotional intelligence. The most successful approaches
will combine the strengths of both, ensuring that Al-driven insights
remain rooted in authentic human understanding.

As Al continues to reshape the research landscape, one truth remains
clear - technology alone cannot capture the full complexity of human
experience. The best qualitative research will always require a human
touch, whether in analysis, interpretation, or interaction.

The challenge now is not whether qualitative research can scale, but how
we ensure that in doing so, we preserve the richness, depth, and
authenticity that make it so valuable in the first place.
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