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Week 8 (Nov. 16th) Focus Groups

Synopsis: 

David L. Morgan, Richard A. Krueger: “When to Use Focus Groups and Why.” In: Successful Focus Groups: Advancing the State of the Art. Newbury Park: Sage, 1993.

0) Thesis Statement: 

· Aim of the text: to provide a basis for decision making about when and why to use focus groups

· most knowledge about the topic is still from personal experience, not systematic investigation (e.g. knowledge from marketing, evaluators and academic researchers)

I) focus groups: 

· goal of finding out as much as possible about participants’ experiences and feelings on a given topic, open discussion at the heart of focus groups

· primary purpose is to collect qualitative data, producing useful information, collect concentrated discussions on topics of interest to the researcher

· when goal is specification rather than generalization, focus groups and other qualitative methods are often preferred over quantitative methods

· presence of group interaction in response to researchers’ questions as distinguishing factor 

· there is no one right way to apply focus groups

II) common myths: focus groups …

1) are cheap and quick

· still they require planning, effort and resources, time and money

2) require highly professional skilled moderators 

· better someone from within the research team, other contributions important as well

3) must consist of strangers

· actually limiting in research on organizations, communities and other social settings

4) people will not talk about sensitive issues

· planning the key, creating safe atmosphere for self-disclosure, conduct in non-threatening and permissive environment, in praxis: over-disclosure a problem as well

5) tend to produce conformity

· there is almost never a push to make group decisions or consensus in focus groups, opening instructions and follow up questions on diverse opinions as tools

6) are a “natural” means of collecting data

· in a “natural” continuum range between surveys and participant observation, range within focus groups (setting, taping methods, match of topics) is wide as well

7) should not be used for decision making

· depending on resources for “better” and improved data gathering

8) must be validated by other methods

· not necessarily, but combinations often make sense (e.g. pairing of individual and group interviews)

III) when not to use focus groups: don’t use focus groups …

1) when the target is non-research related

· don’t use it for purposes other than data collection

2) when a group discussion is not the appropriate form

· participants must be allowed to voice their views, ethical concerns, protection of confidentiality, logistic problems, interview problems as factors

3) when the topic is not appropriate for the participants

· the match between the researcher’s topic of interest and participants’ ability to talk about it is important (problem if too little or to high involvement, beyond experience), variety of questions and groups can help

4) when statistical data are required

· focus group samples are usually unrepresentative and small, keep qualitative purposes of focus groups in mind

in general: 

· danger of “pounding” unfitting issues

· only engage in it with sufficient control over research situation (funding, bias)

· show respect for the target audience

IV) advantages of focus groups: consider focus groups …

1) when there is a power differential between participants and decision makers

· need for feedback, allows groups of peers to express their perspective

2) in case of a gap between professionals and their target audience

· language, culture and region as factors, focus groups can help exposing professionals to the reality of costumers, students, clients, ect., bridging the gap

3) when investigating complex behavior and motivations

· when people do not have easily accessible ways of talking about a research topic, or are dealing with issues that are not matters of conscious importance to research participants, comparing and contrasting to become more explicit about own views, reveal motivational insights, creating awareness or antidote to over-rational views 

4) if you want to learn more about the degree of consensus on a topic

· group interaction as a basis for exploring the issue, qualified agreement (yes, but …), to clarify opinions and behaviors

5) when you need a friendly and respectful research method for a target audience

· good to use in emotionally charged environments, create atmosphere that promotes meaningful interaction, show respect for opposing views, forge human connection between those who commission a project and research subjects 

· Highlights: 

The article is helpful for learning more about aspects and issues when it comes to decide on using focus groups 

· Downsides: 

Some points are very summarized, the interplay of focus groups with other methods is not 

explicitly elaborated 

· Questions/ Concerns:

The text mentions some of the origins of the application of focus groups in marketing research? What is the connection to social science research?

