The Use of Focus Groups in E-Commerce Businesses: Its Intent, Approaches, and Impacts
Introduction
Qualitative and quantitative analysis techniques and methods are often used in a variety of educational fields, from sociology to psychology, history, etc. In terms of scientific methods, there are also paradigm conflicts wherein scholars are divided into two parts: interpretivism and positivism. The positivist researchers believe that the social universe is made up of actual, unchanging truth that can be logically quantified whereas, the interpretive scholars reject the positivistic conviction of truth, arguing that reality is socially created by individuals and can be subjectively modified and interpreted (Bryman, 2006). As a result, the researchers are strongly divided, and they engage in a rivalry to highlight the advantages of their chosen methodologies. 
Due to the various types of data, questions and aims of the study, the methods for textual interpretation vary from that of mathematical analysis. However, the fundamental concepts are comparatively similar (Lindgreen, Di Benedetto, Thornton and Geersbro, 2021). The purpose of this paper is to address the benefits and drawbacks of using qualitative analysis techniques and approaches in marketing research, with a particular emphasis on focus groups. The researcher's reflexivity and positionality have been identified as highly valuable and rigorous techniques for promoting conceptual congruency in qualitative analysis. The researcher will address the particular difficulties that qualitative researchers who conduct this form of study face in terms of authenticity, transferability, shared assumptions of perception, and additionally will suggest qualitative inquiry recommendations (Denscombe, 1995).






1. Strengths and Weaknesses of Qualitative method in the context of Focus Groups in E-Commerce Businesses: Its Intent, Approaches, and Impacts
In the 1940s, consumer analysis pioneered the use of focus groups as a research tool (Van Looy, 2021). Currently, the method is still extensively used by business and management marketers to to ascertain the current or future aspects of goods and/or services, gather knowledge regarding policies, measure future feasibility of business initiatives, devise marketing campaign strategies, and analyse development activities, amongst many other data-collection undertakings (Baillie, 2019).
Researchers could get the most useful contextual insights from focus groups in the marketing context that they could not get from other method of data collection, as the focus group method is designed to enables businesses to provide goods and services that fulfil the needs of the customers, and since customer preferences are constantly evolving, it would be critical to comprehend their viewpoints (Halliday, Mill, Johnson and Lee, 2021). 
A guideline for the researcher is required to establish a full and comprehensive representation of the topics which are the study's aims. The focus group is essentially the initial phase towards gathering reliable data which can be analysed over a broader community (Kook, Harel-Shalev and Yuval, 2019). In order to acquire the maximum out of a focus group discussion, the researcher must first define the problems which require to be answered (Marra and McCullagh, 2018). It is also important to make sure that the focus group approach will address those concerns. 
The researcher's objective is to understand more of the responses of the interviewees. When group members are indicative of a larger populace, it is plausible to hypothesize that their responses would represent the majority views of the larger population. Thereby, focus groups is a qualitative research tool in which scholars conduct collaborative and cantered interactions in order to gather descriptive analysis (Jung and Ro, 2019). Generally, focus groups lasts about one and a half to two hours and in this timeframe, respondents can address around five to six questions. A two-way mirror and videotaping are used to track and record focus group sessions.
The fundamental distinctions between qualitative and quantitative analysis approaches are evident. The justification as to why the quantitative approach was not chosen, and why the qualitative approach was chosen instead is stated on the diagram below. They vary in the following ways:
- Their research goals
- The kinds of questions posed
- Data processing methods
- Data types obtained
- Scale of adaptability
	Attribute
	Qualitative Research Approaches

	Quantitative Research Approaches


	Aims of analysis
	This research approach pivots with understanding human perceptions and values which is imperative in understanding customer’s viewpoints (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018).
	The quantitative analysis approach draws on characterizing a demographic however it does not let to understanding the perspectives of customers (Redondo, Fabra and Martín, 2020).

	The kinds of questions raised
	Open-ended questions
	Closed-ended questions

	Tool for data acquisition
	Employs in-depth discussions, focus groups, and individual assessment are representations of quasi approaches.
	Employs approaches that are distinctly systematic, like measuring variables, quizzes, and polls.

	Data Type Obtained
	Data that is explanatory and in the case of focus groups, it is important as it aims to improve comprehension and awareness of a certain product or service.
	Data in statistical format which could result in severe inaccuracies and erroneous assumptions such as sampling error, and too simplified solutions (Maula and Stam, 2019).


	Scale of adaptability
	The way and the questions interviewers put forward next is influenced by respondent's answers and in this way, more ideas can emerge (Fordham, 2019).
	The way and the questions interviewers ask next is not influenced by respondent's answers.



Additionally, the reason why quantitative approach was not selected is because, the ultimate issue with mathematical research is that it has a proclivity for producing too simplistic solutions to issues (Lo, Rey-Martí and Botella-Carrubi, 2020). For instance, an e-commerce business could measure the effectiveness of its marketing campaign and conclude, based on statistical results, that the new advertisements will increase revenue by 20%. The company's mathematical research, though, cannot demonstrate why the advertisements succeeded, regardless of how comprehensive the campaigns were. Perhaps, buyers were made aware of a particular brand they already enjoyed or an emotional aspect to the campaigns. Since statistical analysis fails to grasp the complexities of something as nuanced as an emotion, statistical studies often lack subtle yet valuable data (Huarng, Rey-Martí and Miquel-Romero, 2018). Therefore, in the context of an e-commerce and its marketing strategy, focus group tool is employed.

Advantages of Focus Groups
There are numerous advantages to using a focus group.  Some of the advantages are listed as follows.

Evaluate both reactions and perspectives
Focus groups have a number of advantages, one of which is that they are conducted face-to-face. Importantly, this distinguishes from online questionnaires or conference call studies. The researcher is obtaining not only the individual's thoughts, but also their attitudes and physical reactions (Marcella, 2018). Visual elements, like the participants' gestures or movements, along with auditory cues, such as pitch, intonation, and tone of their speech, may provide valuable information.

Saves time
One of the efficient and most apparent benefits to focus groups is saving time. Instead of trying to sit multiple interviewees down for a one-to-one interview, this approach could be used to facilitate a discussion with targeted participants at one setting. This not only allows for the emergence of perspectives of viewpoints, but also aims to reduce time, effort and expenditures of data processing and compilation.

Enables a practical approach
A further feature of focus groups that cannot be achieved with telephone or internet consumer research is the usage of visual stimuli or gestures (Kim, 2019). The use of visual stimulation not only enables for a more detailed response to testing, but it also enables respondents to visually interact with the item being tested.
For instance, assume an e-commerce company is collecting reviews and viewpoints on a new lipstick. In a focus group setting, the lipstick could be tried on by the participants. They could pick it up, feel the weight of the lipstick, colour shades, shape and extent of the package straight on their hands, and give open and constructive input on aspects like colour and easiness to apply. Evidently, the real-time feedbacks would be more impactful than the ones from a conventional internet questionnaire.

More in-depth answers to main questions
Focus groups' straightforward aspect makes for a deeper understanding of consumers' wants and preferences, especially where the alternatives are filling out a questionnaire or checking ticks. Focus groups allows the researchers to ask more questions and delve deeper into personal remarks and responses, allowing researchers to get a stronger insight of consumers' motives and possible issues with certain concerns (Childers, Houston and Heckler, 1985). The distinctive understanding of what causes the customer to click would be critical in influencing the business's trajectory and planning for the upcoming future.

Disadvantages of Focus Groups
Whether or not focus groups can be conducted efficiently depends on a number of considerations, including planning, the key market analysis and priorities of the business (Richard et al., 2021). Furthermore, concerns have been expressed on focus groups and if the method correctly reflects the larger population and therefore if they are useful. A few of the disadvantage of focus groups are listed.
False answers
Though ‘groupthink' works primarily on a tacit basis, false answers are a deliberate choice (Boydell, Fergie, McDaid and Hilton, 2014). Not all respondents will offer responses that represent their sincere thought processes and ideas, whether it is an inclination to be accepted, appreciated, or merely avert awkwardness. Focus groups are also ill-suited regarding sensitive topics. 

Data strongly impacted by a dominant person or two 
Generally, the behavioural of focus group participants can be affected by whom they are as individuals (Correia, Liu and Xu, 2020). Introverts would be less relaxed to opening up, whereas the confident individuals in the group are much likely to share their thoughts. Essentially, the findings do not represent the opinions of the whole group, though rather the dominant individuals – the outspoken subcategory of participants who could dominate debate and distort data (Williamson, 2018).

Does not represent a cross-section of population
Just as how the more involved respondents in a focus group could distort the findings, the focus group itself may not be indicative of the larger target population. Although focus groups aim to represent a cross-section of the populace, it is particularly challenging to execute in reality.  Similarly, the outcomes of focus groups should only be seen as a foundation for farther study, instead of being regarded as assertion or answers (Daniels, Gillen, Casson and Wilson, 2019).

Costly
It is not the most inexpensive of market analysis viable. Focus group sessions are costly,  from organizing the sessions, to recruiting and selecting of participants, to finding a competent mediator and, more fundamentally, analysing the findings.

Researcher/Mediator bias
Researcher bias, either deliberate or unintentional, may affect the interchange of knowledge and information in a focus group (Leech and Onwuegbuzie, 2007). Researchers might pose ruling questions or offer unintended affirmative feedback for specific answers or opinions. This can 'snowball,' leading to a collective and misleading of unrepresentative judgments (Goncalves and Cornelius Smith, 2018). Researcher bias could also incline to respondents merely sharing experiences that they believe would be well received by the mediator, whilst excluding to express their innermost intentions for risk of seeing as inferior to the group and the researcher conducting the discussion.

2. Identification of strengths and limitations of various qualitative research methods, designs and techniques in the context of Focus Groups in E-Commerce Businesses: Its Intent, Approaches, and Impacts
Qualitative research methods are characterized as an open and discursive interaction that emphasis on collecting information and to recognize the behaviours and perceptions of a target group in relation to a specific subject (Thelwall and Nevill, 2021). There are various approaches of qualitative research methods such as narrative research, phenomenological research, grounded theory, ethnographic research, focus groups and case study research that are widely employed, which will be further elaborated.

Narrative research
Narrational texts offer an enhanced perspective through internal discourse and interpretation for a richer and informative insights at the narrator's perspectives. One of the advantages of the narrative research is, whilst an outside viewpoint only enables the reader to infer or perceive a character's sentiments, a first-person’s viewpoint enables the reader to emotively interact with the character (Fisher, Neubert and Burnell, 2021). However, a disadvantage of  this method would be, since narrative texts are presented in the first person, the reader is confined to the narrator's perception with limited perspectives (Barry and Elmes, 1997). Whereas other texts written from an omniscient point of view could include extra detail or several back stories which parallel the core story, the audience only understands as the narrator would (Bartel and Garud, 2009).

Phenomenological research
Phenomenological research explores how a person discerns the significance of a phenomenon, as compared to how the incident occur outside of an individual's perceptions (Bush, Singh and Kooienga, 2019). This type of study seeks to comprehend what a quantity of individuals experienced during a phenomenon. Conceptions, insights, and interpretations could all be assessed and employed to build a picture of what it was like to be present at a situation (Laverty, 2003). This approach of analysis, which is firmly ingrained in philosophy, is not without advantages. Obtaining new viewpoints is one of the benefits of this approach. There is some merit in conducting analysis on how individuals interpret a phenomenon than solely how the phenomenon exists in a context (Smith, 1996). 
Furthermore, the most significant advantage of phenomenological study is that it could present one with a deep, thorough comprehension of a particular phenomenon. The results obtained from phenomenological studies are robust and impactful when derived from a sufficient number of people and facilitates for a genuinely distinctive approach to comprehending a phenomenon (Berghofer, 2020). Though, there are certain drawbacks which should be considered such as, it could be tough to construct the consistency and credibility of the method, making subjective analysis complex (Lincoln, 2019). Bias imposed by researchers may have an impact on findings as it is highly relevant in phenomenological studies and obstruction with data analysis could also cause a deviation and issues when attempting to evaluate and conserve pure bracketing (Poitras, 2019).

Grounded Theory
The grounded theory approach, generally, is a compilation of comprehensive, standardized method for data collection and inductive evaluation in order to produce a theory (Cha, 2020). These principles further aid in the interpretation and definition of empirical ideologies and social mechanisms in order to produce a new hypothesis (Baldassarre et al., 2020). Grounded theory examines a pragmatic event and depicts the procedure within the framework of a context with a theory justification (Wilkins, Neri and Lean, 2019).  The functional processes and the development of a hypothesis are benefits of grounded theory. The need to put aside scientific bias and conceptual theories is one of the most significant drawbacks of using the grounded theory approach (Maysami and Mohammadi Elyasi, 2020).

Ethnographic research
The main purpose of ethnographic research is to comprehend the societies, complexities, cultures, and motives that transpire (Bardi, 2021). This approach necessitates that the researchers adjust to the conditions of the target populations, which may range from an institution to a country or some remote area (Jocuns, 2018). Amongst the most adduced advantages of undertaking ethnographic research is, the study could include detailed and in-depth observations on human activity attributable to the first-hand observations which is necessary, that is normally performed over a prolonged period of time (Hammersley, 1990). 
Moreover, ethnographic study is based on observation instead of assessments or pre-set tests, it may develop and pursue new avenues of research (Lillis, 2008). One of the disadvantages can be the geographical restrictions which may be a problem when gathering data. Since it entails comprehensive observation and data collection, this mode of testing approach can last anywhere from several days to a few years. It is a complex and time-consuming process that is highly contingent on the researcher's ability to evaluate, interpret, and conclude the results (Thompson, Stringfellow, Maclean and Nazzal, 2021).

Case study research
The case study approach has grown into a beneficial qualitative analysis in the recent times and it is implemented to explicate an association or an entity. This research approach is utilized in a variety of fields, including academics, humanities, medicine etc. This approach could be challenging to employ; however, it is one of the simpler approaches to perform assessment since it requires a rigorous analysis and detailed knowledge of data collection techniques and data inference (Eisenhardt, 1989). 

Focus Groups
A focus group is another prevalent qualitative analysis tool for data collection. This approach is to find out about not just the 'what' but also the 'why' (Harris, Ciorciari and Gountas, 2018). A focus group generally consists of a small quantity of participants, six to ten from the targeted demographic. The benefits of focus group these days is that the interviewer does not have to meet with the participants in person. Focus groups could now be conducted online through video conferences such as zoom meetings. The method is typically used to describe dynamic processes and is particularly effective for doing market studies on emerging goods, services and exploring new ideas before retailing to the general population (Archibald, Ambagtsheer, Casey and Lawless, 2019).
The focus group strategy was preferred over the other qualitative approaches by the researcher because understanding the complexities of products and services is critical in the e-commerce field, and the focus group approach is more feasible. Furthermore, the focus group data collection method is ideally suited for studies that involve many perspectives on the same items or issues (Cluley, Green and Owen, 2019).

3. The validity, reliability and ethical risks in utilizing of Focus Groups in E-Commerce Businesses and recommendations
Since of the growing interest in utilizing focus groups for market research in e-commerce businesses, scholars and entrepreneurs are increasingly turning to qualitative approaches to understand and learn more about the products and services from a customer's perception. As a result of economies of scale, researchers and entrepreneurs are looking for new methods to aid and enable them to apply the research and improve its accuracy of the findings. Focus groups could assist upper management by considering the diverse perspectives of the core demographic (Lo, 2021).  

Reliability of Focus Groups
The degree to which a measurement is reliable and repeatable is referred to as reliability (Creswell, 2009). When it comes to focus groups, this may mean determining if a particular focus group, made up of equivalent but different set of participants, will have comparable findings (Power, Heavin, McDermott and Daly, 2018). Focus groups sometimes have concerns with reliability, however these can be mitigated if the interviewer is highly trained, and the questionnaires are narrowly focused (Dönmez-Turan and Özevren, 2019).

Validity of Focus Groups
The degree to which a measurement calculates what it aims to measure is known as validity (Grimaldi, Fernandez and Carrasco, 2019). This could refer to when the interviewer is fairly confident that interviewees are communicating about what the interviewer believe they are discussing about in focus groups. Focus groups have a high level of validity (Stirzaker, Galloway and Potter, 2019).

Since it is vital to minimize and decrease negative attributes to the focus group, a few recommendations has been stated.

Recommendations:
Dual-Moderator Focus Group
In a dual-moderator focus group, two moderators are included. One maintains the seamless continuation of the discussion, whilst the other facilitates that all aspects of the subjects are discussed (Lambert, Chasteen, Payne and Shaffer, 2004). With just one moderator, debates will often stray from the focal point; having two moderators ensures a more vigorous session.

Client-Participant Focus Group
Client-participant focus groups includes the client who requested to join in on the focus group, either secretly or publicly. It allows the client a greater regulation of the conversations such as if there are particular topics, he requisites to be discussed, then the client could steer the conversation to that direction (Colom, 2021).

Respondent-Moderator Focus Group
In a respondent-moderator focus group, one or more of the respondents plays the position of moderator for the duration of the discussion. Since the respondent answering the questions usually affects the responses of the other respondents, having multiple individuals taking on the moderator position raises the likelihood of a diverse and more truthful answers (Robinson, 2020).

Ethical risks
Authorization, anonymity, confidentiality, and threat of danger are among the most critical ethical concerns in a focus group environment. Due to the heterogeneous nature of the dialogues and engagement which could arise, the major issue in getting approval is providing a concise statement of what would and could happen in the session (Yaylacı, 2020). The interviewer's constrained power about what respondents could potentially convey outside the group discussion can present a challenge for security and privacy. The exploration of controversial and sensitive issues can cause mental or emotional damage to participants in a focus group, which can be augmented by the general disposition of the interactions (Sholihin, Sari, Yuniarti and Ilyana, 2020).
What can upset a respondent might give recourse to another or add an element of affirmation and analogously, precautions enacted to secure certain respondents' privacy or confidentiality can compromise the participation and engagements of others (Tourish and Craig, 2018). Certain ethical issues faced by focus groups could be handled on the authorization stage such that relevant concerns are already communicated and acknowledged, however precautions must still be implemented to support such challenges and to clarify them in the actual setting of the focus group session (Carminati, 2018). 
Nevertheless, the diverse complexity of the focus group necessitates further. The researcher must make quick decisions, such as whether certain people are at a potential threat to harm as a result of the nuances of the conversations, or when a specific topic is inappropriate or denuding certain respondents of their right to speak (Kitzinger, 1994).










Conclusion
A focus group approach is a workable and essential marketing research strategy for e-commerce businesses to getting richer, potentially insightful perspectives about the target demographic, how they respond, as well as what variables influence the buying choices. It allows to assess perspectives instead of merely responses and are convenient to implement. Focus groups can, nevertheless, be costly and complex. Specific characteristics of some respondents may have a detrimental effect on group decisions, and results could be distorted However, if constructive measures are implemented as recommended in this paper, it is a viable and efficient method.
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