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Synopsis: 

James H. Frey, Andrea Fontana. “The Group Interview in Social Research.” In: Successful Focus Groups: Advancing the State of the Art. Newbury Park: Sage, 1993.

0) Thesis Statement: 

· group interview as a useful tool for social researchers, especially as a strategy to obtain phenomenological data in natural settings (p.34)

· no substitute for traditional one-on-one interview, use it along with other techniques of observation and interviewing, the aim is to provide data on group interaction, context, interpretation

· as a method it has value to social scientists, regardless of discipline, it can take place during any phase of the field investigation process

keep in mind: 

· group is an ambiguous term, ideal type

· social research data gathering consists of observation (covering events and member interaction in natural setting) and interviews (probing or directed questions reflecting observation or theoretical orientation)

· still systematic literature lacking for group interview as a fieldwork strategy and data gathering technique

I) Purposes:

1) Exploratory

· looking at new and unfamiliar social contexts, to develop methodological techniques, identify key informants, can serve as a source of grounded theory

· to revise or solidify the researchers’ image of the reality of a social setting (p.23)

2) Pre-test

· for pilot testing, fine-tune questionnaires (structured), generate hypothesis or respond to scenarios (open-ended), also possible to use in post-test context for interpretation

3) Triangulation

· aims at providing a larger data base, further decoding and interpretation of data

· to complement other methods used

4) Phenomenology

· effective in settings where relationships among respondents are complex and views are diverse, revealing variation in perspective and attitude (A. Strauss), pitting process, group works as instant corrective, peer feedback

· reveals level of group consensus or disagreement, stimulate recall and opinion elaboration, accounts of reality formation, source of validation

· impact of postmodernism: emphasis on polyphonic accounts (collective interview situation), minimize/ reduce bias, influence and authoritative role of researcher

II) Role of the interviewer:

a) passive/ non-directive (keep discussion going, informal/natural settings)

b) active/directive (control/guide interview, formal/non-natural settings)

III) Question Structure: 

· purpose of interview dictates question format

· exploratory/ phenomenological (unstructured, open-ended, flexibility), but setting not a limitation to unstructured interview

· pre-test (structured interview, monitor distractions)

IV) Purpose of Interview: (p.28)

a) Exploratory: 

· develop familiarity, test methodological techniques, understand setting, formulate hypothesis,  identify informal respondents

b) Pre-Test:

· test questionnaire items, assess product or advertising reactions, try ideas or interpretation on relevant group

c) Triangulation

· uses multiple methods to enhance validity

d) Phenomenological

· determine meanings on another level beyond one-to-one, elaboration, learn polyphonic accounts

V) Setting of the Interview: 

· focus group; (from marketing research), 8-12 persons around conference table observed by one-way mirror or being audio/video taped, adjust to field setting (informal group gatherings of participants)

VI) Types of Group Interviews: 

a) Focus Group

· aid to questionnaire development, part of program evaluation, group therapy

· interview led and directed by moderator, conducted for applied purposes

· limited usefulness as a in-field technique because of difficulty of separation/ isolation of other ongoing activity in field context

b) Brainstorming

· to generate new ideas, good for initial stages of group interview

c) “natural” (informal) field interview: 

· in addition to observing, enter spontaneously formed group and ask questions, remember: this alters natural status of group, interpretation of previously gathered data, validity check on information (and bias)

d) formal group interview

· location free of field distractions, interpersonal dynamics played out to fullest extent, to solidify researchers’ role and authority in the field setting

VII) Advantages of using focus groups: 

· take advantage of group dynamics to produce new and additional data

· source of validation for observed and individual interview data, can serve as testing ground for hypothesis and analytic suggestions

· less time and cost consuming than individual interviews

· group stimulates efficient dialogue, reduce distance between researcher and social context, flexible, can provide new inside into nature of social relationships in the field 

VIII) Disadvantages of using focus groups:

· require different (moderation) skills than individual interviews, researcher must be sensitive to group dynamics

· logistical problems, natural groupings may not develop, problem of access

· pressure to conformity, higher ratio of interpersonal conflict, potential production of irrelevant data, outcome can be biased by interviewers’ role in group

