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“When to Use Focus Groups and Why” by Morgan and Krueger

Summary of the article

The authors detail when and why the method of focus group can be valuable in gathering data from informants. They also highlight some of the myths surrounding focus groups. Their purpose in writing the article is to aid in establishing rigor to the method of focus groups to make them less reliant on individual’s personal experience. They state that the legacy of focus groups is more from marketing research than a sociological perspective. But since focus groups are a method used by a variety of disciplines, their different approaches can help inform the study. 

Highlights

The authors list and debunk the following myths about focus groups:

· They are cheap and quick

· They require experts to moderator them

· They must consist of strangers

· That people will not talk about sensitive topics

· They produce conformity

· That they are a conducted in naturalistic settings

· They should not be used for decision making

· That they must be validated by other methods

Morgan and Krueger suggest that focus groups are often used in a misdirected way, they caution not to use focus groups for the following purposes:

· To answer questions other than research questions – it is not a method for building consensus or resolving differences

· When group discussion or the topic itself is not appropriate, such as composing groups that consist of participants have may be unwilling or unable to discuss issues in front of one another, for reasons of power, characteristics of the participants, etc

· When statistical data is required

The authors spend the remainder of the article discussing when focus groups are an appropriate method to use to collect data. Including the following:

· To give groups of peers an opportunity to discuss a topic when issues of power may prevent them form doing so otherwise.

· When there is a gap between audiences, they state there is an advantage of providing a venue for people like professionals to hear form their target audiences that are very different from themselves. 

· When the phenomenon under investigation is complex and requires more understanding about behavior and motivation.

· To learn about consensus about a certain topic 

· When a situation is needed that requires, as they say a “respectful and not condescending” environment. 

Questions

· In the article the authors debunk the myth that focus groups should not be used for decision making, but then go on to mention that focus groups should not be used for anything other than answering research questions (such as making decisions). What are the nuances they are making between these two? Can focus groups be used for decision making? In what circumstances?

· How, as a researcher, do you establish an environment during a focus group that is “friendly” when the topic may be volatile or highly charged?

· Can you think of other examples of when you would or would not use a focus group as a methodology to answer your particular research question?

