Focus Groups by Susan E. Short
The term “focus” refers to the fact that a moderator intervenes to shape the discussion using a researcher-determined strategy.With focus groups, the unit of analysis is the group

As a method, focus groups occupy an intermediate space that is not the usual terrain for either quantitative or qualitative researchers: 
· Focus groups can share characteristics of survey research in that participants are asked to participate in a structured interview with a predetermined topic.

· Focus groups can help in the development of survey questions
· Focus groups can help assess construct validity or to aid in the interpretation of quantitative results.

· Focus groups can also share characteristics of ethnographic research in that the emphasis is on open-ended questions

· They can provide insight into normative understandings of issues and into the way individuals discuss (or do not discuss) topics.

Focus groups can differ in numerous ways:

· Formality

· Degree of structure

· Familiarity of participants with one another

· Involvement of lead researchers

Focus group techniques are most valuable when researchers

· Adopt this method when they seek data best provided by group interaction

· Design and carry out the interviews so that they elicit the desired group interaction

· Analyze the data in a way that reflects the method by which they were collected.

“Focused” Interviews

· Interviewees experience a particular situation

· The particulars of the situation are analyzed by a social scientist, who generates hypotheses based on this analysis

· Interview guides based on the hypotheses are developed

· Interviews are conducted that focus on the subjective experiences of the interviewees and ascertain their “definitions of the situation.”

Focus groups in which there is limited verbal interaction fail to take advantage of the strength of the focus group design.

Some researchers may hire professionals to facilitate the focus groups.  Other view the focus group interviews as an appropriate vehicle for participatory research.  Careful attention must be paid to power differentials in the design, execution, and analysis of these interviews.  Relationships among participants are equally important to the relationship between the researchers and the participants.  Confidentiality is an ethical concern when using focus groups.

