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Research Design  - Focus Groups 

A simple definition of a Focus Group would be a group of people assembled to participate in a discussion about some sort of stimulus and to provide feedback or to discuss a topic that is given to them by the researcher who also acts as the facilitator or moderator for the group.
Flick quite simply says It’s TALK as DATA…and that all you need to do is ask questions or stimulate discussions in groups and then you have a focus group.

A focus group discussion therefore is a good way to gather together people from similar backgrounds or experiences to discuss a specific topic of interest. Usually about no more than 10 in a group.  Patton states that a group is typically 6 to 8 persons and Morgan suggests between 4 and 12. Cohen et al states that deciding the size of the group can affect the dynamics and therefore careful consideration should be given to this.


It is during the discussion that qualitative data is collected by listening to the group’s opinions and perceptions around a specific topic.  The purpose therefore of the focus group is for the Researcher to gain a range of perspectives about subjects and situations through the interactions of the group.  Patton states that this is a highly effective  qualitative data collection technique.


So, whilst we accept that The Focus Group is a ‘highly effective ‘qualitative approach to collecting data and whilst it’s reasonably quick to set up, it can take time to analyse what has been said especially if you are carrying out more than one Focus Group, either with the same group at different times (which Gray refers to as a longitudinal survey ) or with a contrasting group. They can be used at the exploratory stage of a study as it allows the researcher through the focus group to gather themes which can then be used in interviews or surveys. This method then becomes a mixed method approach.

Gray talks about ‘data saturation’ which provides credibility to the research and using a focus group more than once ( possibly about 3-4 times) as part of the research design can help towards providing this.
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METHOD
· The researcher gathers a group of ‘like minded’ people together.  Focus groups allow for a heterogeneous sample to be picked.  The choice of samples is important.
· The researcher usually has prior knowledge of the subject that is to be discussed. It is a contrived situation, so the group must be made to feel at ease quickly.
· The researcher will carry out a short introduction by engaging everyone (who usually sat in a circle) and will also establish ground rules
· The researcher acts as a facilitator to the group but is only there to prompt if and when necessary… other than that they try and blend in to the group .
· There is also a scribe who sits away from the group.
· There is also a recording taking place of the group’s interaction.
· If the Researcher needs to prompt they will use ‘open’ questions 
· The researcher will close by summarising, review the purpose and ask if anything was missed and thank everyone.
· All contributions/views ARE important 


Some ETHICS to consider
The researcher should create a ‘safe’ environment 
the group should be advised regularly that they can leave the group at any time and also that when the ‘recording’ has been transcribed that they are free to withdraw
Remind them that they will be anonymous in the transcription




DATA Analysis
A transcription of the recording will be done.  The content and the process will be analysed and will look for themes. ( if more than one Focus group used) a common approach or link across the Focus Groups will be carried out.
Focus Groups can also be used with other research methods for examples interviews, surveys, questionnaires
The content analysis will look at What is said.
The Process analysis will look at how the group has interacted with each other.
The aim is to identify patterns


ADVANTAGES 
Rich in data
Low cost
They allow for a variety of views
It affords the opportunity to identify collective perspectives
Discussion in the group allows for validation of ideas and concepts
Allows access to culturally and linguistically diverse groups
Allows access to a wide range of participants
Can become a catalyst for change both during and after the focus group




DISADVANTAGES/Limitations
One of the problems is that the situation can be reactive, meaning that the data can be interpreted in a certain way by the researcher.
Transcribing can be difficult if the group are talking over each other
It’s not a narrative, and you won’t get one person’s  ‘full’ perspective or the full context of the ‘why’ their saying what they’re saying.
Sensitive issues can cause pauses and discomfort in group  discussions and might cause embarrassment
Quiet and shy members might not ‘have their say’
Focus groups require a lot of cooperation and enthusiasm from participants
The researcher has to intervene more often if the group ‘drift away’ from the main them.
The researcher has to manage that individuals are not overpowering!
There is a Potential to breach of confidentiality
Conflicts may arise within the group that are difficult to manage
Success is dependent on the skills and experience of the facilitator
The complexity of monitoring verbal and nonverbal responses of participants in transcribing


There is a move to ONLINE focus groups – which helps address some of the disadvantages but also creates new ones.


Top Tip – from Gray…..
When running a focus group, be prepared for unexpected comments and even the expression of views you find unhelpful…
Do not get drawn into expressing your own opinion.
Remain as calm as possible and as neutral as possible
Welcome the response of all …..and …keep the digital recorder running!
