Focus Group Research
Exploration and Discovery

Focus group research is among the most common research methods used by
marketers, policy analysts, political consultants, and other social scientists to
gather information. A focus group involves a group discussion of a topic that
is the “focus” of the conversation. The contemporary focus group interview
generally involves 8 to 12 individuals who discuss a particular topic under the
direction of a professional moderator, who promotes interaction and assures
that the discussion remains on the topic of interest. A typical focus group ses-
sion will last from 1Y% to 214 hours.

The most common purpose of a focus group interview is to stimulate an

in- depth exploration of a topic about which little is known. Focus group re-
'search 1s uniquely suited for quickly identifying qualitative similarities and
differences among customers, for determining the language customers use
when thinking and talking about products and services, and for suggesting a
range of hypotheses about the topic of interest. Focus groups may be useful at
virtually any point in a research program, but they are particularly useful for
exploratory research when rather little is known about the phenomenon of in-
terest. As a result, focus groups tend to be used very early in research projects,
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and are often followed by other types of research that provide more quantifiable
data from larger groups of respondents.

Focus groups have also been proven useful following the analysis of a
large-scale, quantitative survey. In this use, the focus group facilitates inter-
pretation of quantitative results and adds depth to the responses obtained in the
more structured survey. Focus groups also have a place as a confirmatory
method that may be used for testing hypotheses. This application may arise
when the researcher has strong reasons to believe a hypothesis is correct, and
where disconfirmation by even a small group would tend to result in rejection
of the hypothesis.

Although focus group research can produce quantitative data, focus groups
are almost always carried out with the collection of qualitative data as their
primary purpose. This is their advantage, because focus groups produce a very
rich body of data expressed in the respondents’ own words and context. There
is a minimum of artificiality of response, unlike in survey questionnaires that
ask for responses expressed on S-point rating scales or other constrained re-
sponse categories. Participants can qualify their responses or identity important
contingencies associated with their answers. Thus responses have a certain
ecological validity not found in traditional survey research. ThlS makes the data
provided by focus groups idiosyncratic, however.,

Although focus groups can be conducted in a variety of sites, ranging from
homes to offices, it is most common for focus groups to be held in facilities
designed especially for focus group interviewing. Such facilities provide one-
way mirrors and viewing rooms where observers may unobtrusively observe
an interview in progress. Focus group facilities may also include equipment
for audio- or videotaping interviews and perhaps even small receivers for mod-
erators to wear in their ears, so that observers may speak to them and thus have
input into interviews. Such facilities tend to be situated either in locations that
are easy to get to, such as just off a major commuter traffic artery, or in places
like shopping malls, where people tend naturally to gather.

Focus groups are in use almost everywhere around the globe, but they are
particularly important research tools in nations where survey research is diffi-
cult to conduct due to the unavailability of lists of representative customers,
norms governing contact via telephone or mail, unreliable mail or telephone
service, or language and literacy problems. In such settings, focus groups often
become the only practical vehicle for collecting information, even when other
methods might be more appropriate.

A variety of research needs lend themselves to the use of focus group inter-
views. Among the more common uses of focus groups are the following:

’ 1. Obtaining general background information about a topic of interest

2. Generating research hypotheses that can be submitted to further research and
testing using more quantitative approaches

3. Stimulating new ideas and creative concepts




4. Diagnosing the potential for problems with a new program, service, or product

5. Generating impressions of products, programs, services, institutions, or other
objects of interest

6. Learning how respondents talk about the phenomenon of interest (which may,
in turn, facilitate the design of questionnaires, survey instruments, or other
research tools that might be employed in more quantitative research)

7. Interpreting previously obtained quantitative results

B Philosophical Perspectives on Focus Group Research

Focus groups are particularly well suited for answering questions about
“what kind.” This is their advantage, because it is impossible to answer quan-
titative questions efficiently—such as “how many,” “how much,” and “how
often”—without first knowing “what kinds” to quantify. In this regard, quali-
tative and quantitative research complement one another, because the former
helps identify important types of phenomena and the latter provides a means
of assessing the frequency and/or magnitude of the types of phenomena. Indi-
vidual depth interviews also help answer “what kind” questions. However, fo-
cus groups are more efficient, in terms of time and budgetary considerations,
for providing a quick overview of differences, range of ideas, and so on. Fur-
ther, as with individual interviews, focus groups produce a rich body of data
expressed in the respondents’ own words and context.

If focus groups can be used for both exploration and confirmation, the
question arises of how focus groups differ from other tools of science—What
purposes do they serve that are not served by other methods? The answer lies
in the nature or character of the data generated by focus group interviews.
Krippendorf (1980) distinguishes between two types of data: emic and etic.
Emic data are data that arise in a natural or indigenous form. They are only
minimally imposed by the researcher or the research setting. Etic data, on the
other hand, represent the researcher’s imposed view of the situation. Little of
the research that is actually carried out can be described as completely etic or
completely emic. Even the most structured type of research will be influenced
to some extent by the idiosyncratic nature of the respondent and his or her
environment. On the other hand, even the most natural of situations may not
yield data that are completely emic, because the researcher must make deci-
sions about what to attend to and what to ignore. Thus it is perhaps more useful
to think of a continuum of research, with some methods lying closer to the emic
side of the continuum and some techniques lying closer to the etic side.

Focus groups, along with a few other techniques such as unstructured in-

dividual depth interviews, provide data that are closer to the emic side of the

continuum, because they allow individuals to respond in their own words using
their own categorizations and perceived associations. They are not completely

void of structure, however, because the researcher does raise questions of one.
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type or another. Survey research and experimentation tend to produce data that
are closer to the etic side of the continuum, because the response categories
used by the respondent are generally prescribed by the researcher. These re-
sponse categories may or may not be those with which the respondent is com-
fortable, though the respondent may still select an answer. And even when
closed-ended survey questions are the only options available, some respon-
dents elect to give answers in their own words, as most experienced survey
researchers have discovered.

Neither emic nor etic data are better or worse than the other; they simply
differ. Both kinds of data have their place in social science research; they com-
plement each other, each compensating for the limitations of the other. Indeed,
one way to view social science research is as a process that moves from the
emic to the etic and back, in a cycle. Phenomena that are not well understood
are often first studied with tools that yield more emic data. As a particular
phenomenon is better understood and greater theoretical and empirical struc-
ture is built around it, tools that yield more etic types of data tend to predomi-
nate. As knowledge accumulates, it often becomes apparent that the explora-
tory structure surrounding a given phenomenon is incomplete. This frequently
leads to the need for data that are more emic, and the process continues. (Fur-
ther discussion of the philosophical issues associated with the use of focus
group research and the complementarity of structured and unstructured ap-
proaches to social science research can be found in Bliss, Monk, & Ogborn,
1983; Bogdan & Biklen, 1982; Maxwell, Chapter 3, this volume.)

Focus groups are widely used because they provide useful information and
offer researchers a number of advantages. This information and the advantages
of the technique come at a price, however. We review the relative advantages
and limitations of focus group research below. We then present a discussion
of the steps involved in the use and design of focus groups.

M Advantages and Limitations of Focus Group Research

0  Advantages

The use of focus groups provides a number of advantages relative to other
types of research:

1. Focus groups can collect data from a group of people much more quickly and
at less cost than would be the case if each individual were interviewed
separately. They can also be assembled on much shorter notice than would be
required for a more systematic, larger survey.

2. Focus groups allow researchers to interact directly with respondents. This
provides opportunities for clarification and probing of responses as well as
follow-up questions. Respondents can qualify responses or give contingent
answers to questions. In addition, researchers can observe nonverbal responses,
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such as gestures, smiles, and frowns, that may carry information that supple-
ments and, on occasion, even contradicts, verbal responses.

. The open response format of focus groups provides researchers the opportunity

to obtain large and rich amounts of data in the respondents’ own words.
Researchers can determine deeper levels of meaning, make important connec-
tions, and identify subtle nuances in expression and meaning.

. Focus groups allow respondents to react to and build upon the responses of

other group members. This synergistic effect of the group setting may result in
the production of data or ideas that might not have been uncovered in individual
interviews.

. Focus groups are very flexible. They can be used to examine a wide range of

topics with a variety of individuals and in a variety of settings.

. Focus groups may be one of the few research tools available for obtaining data

from children or from individuals who are not particularly literate.

. The results of focus group research are usually easy to understand. Researchers

and decision makers can readily understand the verbal responses of most
respondents. This is not always the case with more sophisticated survey
research that employs complex statistical analyses.

. Multiple individuals can view a focus group as it is conducted, or review video-

or audiotape of the group session. This provides a useful vehicle for creating
a common understanding of an issue or problem. Such an understanding can
be especially helpful for team building and for reducing conflict among
decision makers.

Limitations

Although the focus group technique is a valuable research tool and offers

a number of advantages, it is not a panacea for all research needs. It does have
significant limitations, many of which are simply the negative sides of the
advantages listed above:

1. The small numbers of respondents that participate in even several different

focus groups and the convenience nature of most focus group recruiting
practices significantly limit generalization to larger populations. Indeed, per-
sons who are willing to travel to a locale to participate in a 1- to 2-hour group
discussion may be quite different from the population of interest.

2. The interaction of respondents with one another and with the moderator has

two potentially undesirable effects. First, the responses from members of the
group are not independent of one another, which restricts the generalizability
of results. Second, the results obtained in a focus group may be biased by a
very dominant or opinionated member. More reserved group members may be
hesitant to talk.

. The “live” and immediate nature of the interaction may lead a researcher or

decision maker to place greater faith in the findings than is actually warranted.
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