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Focus Group Characteristics

· Usually consists of eight to twelve people seated around a conference table with a group moderator.

· The moderator fo​cuses their discussion on a series of topics or issues of interest to the research sponsor.

· The proceed​ings are normally observed and/or recorded for analysis and interpretation later.

· Provide qualitative information rather than quantitative data.

· The results don't generalize reliability to the population as a whole.

· Typically is regarded as exploratory and preliminary rather than conclusive.

· One or more focus groups prior to a survey help sponsors and researchers get a better grasp of the problem and formulate the research questions more accurately.

Advantages of Focus Groups

· Spontaneity.—Focus group participants typically respond very spontaneously, volunteering their opinions and reaction, sharing their experiences, and providing comments far beyond just responding to questions.

· Subjectivity.—Participants are encouraged to express their personal opinions and reactions freely in their own vocabulary, addressing what's most important to them rather than responding in someone else's terms.

· Stimulation.—Group participants usually feel free to reveal themselves, sharing personal experiences and disclosing personal reactions that stimulate others to describe their own views and reactions.

· Speed.—Moderators, facilities, and participants can be secured and focus groups can be conducted very quickly, so focus group inquiries may not seriously delay the start of a survey project.

· Simplicity.—Focus group results are expressed verbally and qualitatively, rather in numeric, tabular reports, so both the process and the findings are readily understood by sponsors.

· Structure.—The inquiry is indeed focused and the conversation is centered on the specific topics and issues of greatest interest to the sponsor, covering each area in a meaningful, comprehensive way.

· Specialization.—Focus group inquiries can address very specific topics and issues in depth, dealing in great detail with the finer nuances and subtle ramifications of certain positions and special conditions.

· Selectivity.—The participation of people who represent special segments of the populations can often be obtained readily, allowing inquiries to be addressed to either opinion leaders or the common man or woman.

· Secrecy.—Since only a small number of people are involved, focus group inquiries can be conducted with​out revealing the existence, nature, and purpose of the anticipated survey to rivals or competitive firms.

Disadvantages of Focus Groups

· The limitation on the number of participants who can be included.

· Findings based on such a small sample can't be generalized to the population as a whole with any degree of confidence.

· Require a great deal of skill and expertise on the moderator's part.

· Rather expensive.

Focus Group Requirements

· Facilities and equipment - special-purpose focus group facilities usually include several components:

· A reception area and small waiting room.

· The conference room(s).

· Adjoining observation rooms.

· Administrative offices.

· Bathrooms

· Equipment storage rooms

· Special focus group facilities are desirable and widely available, but they aren't absolutely neces​sary.

· Personal and participants

· The moderator plays a key role in focus group inquiries.

· The sponsors and information seekers help to identify the main topics to be discussed.

· The lead research analyst has overall responsibility for the focus group inquiry.

· The data collection agency or focus group center staff usually takes care of the preparation, re​cruitment, reception, and compensation of participants.

Focus Group Agenda

· A list of topics on which the discussion is to center.

· Differs dramatically from a survey questionnaire.

· The questions on the agenda are framed much more loosely and broadly.

· The agenda is much more flexible, since the discussion may suggest additional topics of inquiry to be pursued.

· The topics and issues on the focus group agenda need not be approached in the order in which they're listed.

Translating Information Needs

· Identifying key issues

· Focus group inquiries are often designed to facilitate the translation from information needs speci​fied in terms of the information seekers to terms that are familiar to the public from which the survey sample will be selected.

· The typical focus group agenda is expressed in very broad terms.

· Key issues are identified first and then prioritized, according to their degree of importance:

· Essential information that's absolutely necessary.

· Important information that has substantial value to the sponsor and/or researcher.

· Supportive information that amplifies and extends the value of the findings.

· Framing the questions

· The questions to be addressed to focus group discussants aren't designed to be answered with a sin​gle word or phrase.

· The focus group agenda that the moderator brings to the discussion contains what might be called "trigger" questions, designed to draw out various opinions and stimulate a conversation about some issue.

· Two approaches to writing questions:

· Ask a question that will reveal participants' conclusions about the issue, then follow with a series of "probing" questions to learn what lies behind their opinions.

· First solicit information about the background situation, then proceed to inquire about the conclusive opinion that results under such conditions.

· The focus group questions should be rather loosely framed rather than tightly phrased and worded.

· The object is to tease out the varying perspectives and opinions on the topic.

Organizing the Schedule

· The schedule of questions for a focus group discussion must be organized according to some principle, so that the conversation doesn't jump abruptly from one topic or issue to a completely different one without a smooth transition.

· The analyst and moderator should plan a smooth transitions and create "bridges" from one set of ideas to the next.

· Schedule Flexibility

· While some organization is necessary, it's a mistake to follow a rigid structure within a focus group discussion.

· The objective is to provide organization when it's needed, yet not to impose a structure when it's not required.

· Generality to Specificity

· The most effective focus group schedule moves from the general to the specific.

· By approaching the broader issues first, then ferreting out the specific incidents, the moderator helps prevent the participants from verbally "painting themselves into a corner."

Focus Group Participants

· Selection Criteria

· The focus group participants should be homogeneous in one respect and heterogeneous in another - similar in some respects but different in others.

· When all members of one focus group share a similar set of socioeconomic characteristics, that fa​cilitates group interaction.

· There can be some diversity in the participants' backgrounds, but beyond some point, communica​tion will be inhibited.

· While the similarity of the participants for any one focus group is desirable, the members should certainly not be identical to one another in their reactions to the topics and issues to be discussed.

· The group should provide varying views on the issues on which the discussion focuses.

· The researcher should strive for a group composition that will represent various positions and views on the topics and issues to be discussed and to preserve that diversity in the information ob​tained.

· The goal of each focus group is to discover and reveal the nature, range, and diversity of positions.

· Screening Candidates

· Whether or not the participant are to be screened before acceptance, it's incumbent on the sponsor or researcher conducting the inquiry to provide firm guidelines regarding who is and who isn't eli​gible.

· The criteria for selection of focus group participants might include either specification of the groups from whom participants are to be obtained or of the actual characteristics of those who are chosen.

· Survey respondents are only rarely paid for their participation, and then only under special circum​stances.

· Focus group members often either receive monetary compensation for participating or they're given a substantial gift or premium for doing so.

· Compensation is something of a two-edged sword:

· Selection bias and error are reduced by compensation because desirable participants who would otherwise refuse can be induced to attend and participate.

· Compensation might also increase bias and error.

· To increase the positive effects and decrease the negative effects of compensating focus group par​ticipants, the sponsor or researcher should choose a level and type of compensation that's propor​tionate to the task.

· There's one group of potential focus group participants who definitely shouldn't be selected -those who have ample time on their hands and greatly enjoys taking part in many such discussions.

· The ideal number of focus group participants ranges from six or eight to as many as ten or twelve.

· About ten or fifteen percent of candidates who are recruited and selected probably won't show up (on time) to participate.

Focus Group Moderators

· The single most important individual involved in a focus group.

· The accuracy, utility, and value of the information obtained is directly dependent on the moderator's skill ability.

· Personal Attributes

· There are some personality traits that most or all effective moderators share and others that are vir​tually always absent in a good moderator.

· Moderators tend to be more effective at obtaining information from the focus group members when they share many of the same biographic characteristics as most of the participants.

· The best and most effective focus group moderators tend to be fairly open, out-going people.

· Good moderators appear to be more curious and inquisitive than they do knowledgeable or authori​tative.

· Experience and Skill

· The best and most effective moderators aren't necessarily the most experienced.

· The prospective moderator's track record is often the single most important indicator of skill and ability.

Focus Group Interpretations

· Much of the "data" obtained from focus group inquiries is directly applicable to the task of survey planning, with little or no intervening manipulation or interpretation.

· Monitoring and Recording

· Focus groups are often monitored directly by researchers and perhaps by survey sponsors as will.

· Direct observation provides more vivid and memorable impressions of the participants' reactions and comments.

· The most simple and inexpensive method of recording focus group sessions is merely to record them on audio tape cassettes.

· Video tapes let the survey research analyst, staff and information seekers go back and review the entire focus group or the most relevant parts as they're formulating survey information needs and planning the survey process.

· Video-streaming is a relatively new form of focus group recording and reporting.

· It has become increasingly popular with the rapid growth of very fast, wide band width connections to the internet.

· Information seekers can observe the focus group on the computer from their own office or conference room.

· They can watch either in "real time" or at any later date whenever they want to view the digital recording stored on the host computer.

· There are several advantages to video-streaming:

· There's no travel involved, which saves not only the travel expenses, but executive time.

· Several information seekers may observe the group who wouldn't otherwise be able to do so.

· Those watching can "talk" to one another from their own offices in a private chat room running side-by-side with the video stream.

· Everything can be done from their own individual offices at any time that's individually or mutually convenient.

· The recording equipment should be as inconspicuous as possible, so it doesn't inhibit the re​sponses of participants.

· The advantage of video recording is that it captures and conveys much more information than just video recording.

· Disadvantages of video recording or video-streaming:

· More expensive

· Involves more equipment

· Requires a camera operator

· The intrusiveness of the process

· Most people respond very differently if they notice a camera is focused on them.

So-Called Online Focus Groups

· Internet research companies and sites that offer what they call "Online Focus Groups."
· Participants are recruited to sign in at a private chat room on the internet, where a moderator conducts a focused discussion among the participants.

· This procedure is much less costly than the conventional focus group because there's no travel involved.

· Sponsor representatives can sign into the room as observers without the participants knowing they're present.

· The method departs dramatically from conventional focus groups.

· The speech and voice inflections of participants can't be heard.

· Body language and facial expressions can't be seen.

· There's impossible to know if the right people are participating.

· It's almost impossible to create any group dynamics.

· Attention to the topic can't be ascertained or controlled.

· Exposure to external stimuli is strictly limited.

· The moderator's role is highly restricted by the remote contact.

Analysis and Application

· Survey sponsors and information seekers can gain much by attending and observing focus groups or watching and listening to the recordings.

· The research analyst normally has much more experience with focus group inquiries.

· An effective focus group agenda will include both the "what" and the "why" - both what the partic​ipants think, feel, and do, and also why they respond that way.

· The search for the feelings, beliefs, and assumptions that underlie verbal opinions is a key aspect of the analysis and interpretation of focus group responses.

· Focus groups provide preliminary, qualitative information to help sponsors and information seek​ers get a better grasp of the problem and formulate the research questions more precisely.

· The researcher's goal is to learn more about the survey respondents' general perspective on the is​sues -about their frame of reference, way of thinking, and typical vocabulary when dealing with the topics to be covered in the survey.

· An effective focus group inquiry can provide the research analyst and staff with insights regarding all six steps in the survey research process.
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