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The Group Interviewing technique is used to obtain data on group interactions, on reality as defined by the group and group interpretations of events.  It can be used for different purposes and it can appear in several distinct forms.  It does not only come from sociology and anthropology but also political science, history, policy research, economics and other social science disciplines.  It should be seen as one tool of many that are available to the researcher.

Purposes

Exploratory – Can be used in the initial phase of research when looking at a new or unfamiliar social context.

Pretest – Able to test questionnaire items for readability, comprehension, wording, order effects and response variation.

Triangulation – Can verify data collected from other methods.

Phenomenology – Groups create their own structure and meaning which can be captured.  Group interviewing is effective when complex relationships and diverse views exist among group members.  This can be a good supplement if the topic is benign and not embarrassing.

Posttest – Able to check and clarify data previously collected.

Dimensions

Role of Interviewer – Can be passive/nondirective only getting involved to keep the interview moving OR can be active/directive in controlling the direction and flow of the interview. The passive approach works for exploratory/phenomenology purposes with unstructured questions in an informal or naturally occurring setting.  The directive approach works with a structured set of questions in a formal setting.

Question Structure – Either uses unstructured and open-ended questions OR structured preplanned questions.

Setting – Either formal preselected settings OR informal group gatherings.  There are possible opportunities to engage with a group on an informal basis if you look at places where people tend to hang out together such as the corner bar or a coffee shop depending on the kind of group you are looking for.  
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Types

Focus Group – Used by market researchers to find consumer preferences or by social scientists to help refine survey questionnaires or evaluate programs.  It involves bringing a small group of people (usually 6 to 10) to a centralized meeting place.  The interview is led by a trained moderator who has a preplanned set of issues to be covered during the session.

Brainstorming – Used most often to generate new ideas with an exploratory purpose, a passive interviewing approach and unstructured questioning.

Nominal and Delphi – These are techniques where the group is physically isolated from one another but observations are shared through a coordinator.  They can be used for pretest or exploratory purposes.  

Natural Field – The interview can occur where a group has spontaneously formed in a natural location in the field.  Instead of just observing the interviewer enters into the group to ask questions.  This can be used to check interpretations of previously gathered data.

Formal Field – In this case the interviewer arranges for a place for the group to meet within the field setting that is free of distractions.  This allows for more probing and a directive approach.

Advantages

Technique can produce new data revolving around group dynamics.  It can stimulate elaboration and expression.  The technique provides a source of validation for previously gathered data.  Group interviews are also more cost effective and also more efficient.

Disadvantages

Group interviewing requires a different skill set than individual interviewing.  Group dynamics including previously existing relationships between group members and size of group can change members’ responses.  Also natural groupings may not spontaneously occur in the field setting or the researcher may not be able to gain access to these groups.  

