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Doing Focus Groups (by Rosaline Barbour) is the fourth part of The SAGE
Qualitative Research Kit. This Kit comprises eight books and taken together
the Kit represents the most extensive and detailed introduction to the
process of doing qualitative research. This book can be used in conjuction
with other titles in the Kit as part of this overall intfroduction to qualitative
methods, but this book can equally well be used on ifs own as an
infroduction to Conducting focus groups.
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Uwe Flick

Infroduction to The SAGE Qualitative Research Kif
What is qualitative research?

How do we conduct qualitative research?

Scope of The SAGE Quadlitative Research Kit

Infroduction to The SAGE Qudlitative Research Kit

In recent years, qualitative research has enjoyed a period of unprecedented
growth and diversification as it has become an established and respected research
approach across a variety of disciplines and contexts. An increasing number of
students, teachers and practitioners are facing questions and problems of how to
do qualitative research — in general and for their specific individual purposes. To
answer these questions, and to address such practical problems on a how-to-do
level, is the main purpose of The SAGE Qualitative Research Kit.

The books in The SAGE Qualitative Research Kit collectively address the core
issues that arise when we actually do qualitative research. Each book focuses on
key methods (e.g. interviews or focus groups) or materials (e.g. visual data or dis-
course) that are used for studying the social world in qualitative terms. Moreover, the
books in the Kit have been written with the needs of many different types of reader
in mind. As such, the Kit and the individual books will be of use to a wide variety of
users:

e Practitioners of qualitative research in the social sciences, medical research,
marketing research, evaluation, organizational, business and management
studies, cognitive science, etc., who face the problem of planning and con-
ducting a specific study using qualitative methods.

o University teachers and lecturers in these fields using qualitative methods will
be expected to use these series as a basis of their teaching.
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o Undergraduate and graduate students of social sciences, nursing, education,
psychology and other fields where qualitative methods are a (main) part of the

university training including practical applications (e.g. for writing a thesis).

Each book in The SAGE Qualitative Research Kit has been written by a
distinguished author with extensive experience in their field and in the practice of
the with methods they write about. When reading the whole series of books from
the beginning to the end, you will repeatedly come across some issues which are

. central to any sort of qualitative research — such as ethics, designing research or

assessing quality. However, in each book such issues are addressed from the spe-
cific methodological angle of the authors and the approach they describe. Thus
you may find different approaches to issues of quality or different suggestions of
how to analyze qualitative data in the different books, which will combine to
present a comprehensive picture of the field as a whole.

What is qualitative research?

It has become more and more difficult to find a common definition of
qualitative research which is accepted by the majority of qualitative research
approaches and researchers. Qualitative research is no longer just simply ‘not
quantitative research’, but has developed an identity (or maybe multiple identi-
ties) of its own.

Despite the multiplicity of approaches to qualitative research, some common
features of qualitative research can be identified. Qualitative research is intended
to approach the world ‘out there’ (not in specialized research settings such as lab-
oratories) and to understand, describe and sometimes explain social phenomena
‘from the inside’ in a number of different ways:

¢ By analyzing experiences of individuals or groups. Experiences can be related
to biographical life histories or to (everyday or professional) practices; they
may be addressed by analyzing everyday knowledge, accounts and stories.

e By analyzing interactions and communications in.the making. This can be
based on observing or recording practices of interacting and communicating
and analyzing this material.

o By analyzing documents (texts, images, film or music) or similar traces of
experiences or interactions.

Common to such approaches is that they seek to unpick how people construct
the world around them, what they are doing or what is happening to them in terms
that are meaningful and that offer rich insight. Interactions and documents
are seen as ways of constituting social processes and artefacts collaboratively

Editorial introduction

(or conflictingly). All of these approaches represent ways of meaning, which can
be reconstructed and analyzed with different qualitative methods that allow the
researcher to develop (more or less generalizable) models, typologies, theories as
ways of describing and explaining social (or psychological) issues.

How do we conduct qualitative research?

Can we identify common ways of doing qualitative research if we take into account
that there are different theoretical, epistemological and methodological approaches to
qualitative research and that the issues that are studied are very diverse as well? We
can at least identify some common features of how qualitative research is done.

e Qualitative researchers are interested in accessing experiences, interactions
and documents in their natural context and in a way that gives room to the par-
ticularities of them and the materials in which they are studied.

e Qualitative research refrains from setting up a well-defined concept of what is
studied and from formulating hypotheses in the beginning in order to test
them. Rather, concepts (or hypotheses, if they are used) are developed and
refined in the process of research.

e Qualitative research starts from the idea that methods and theories should be
appropriate to what is studied. If the existing methods do not fit to a con-
crete issue or field, they are adapted or new methods or approaches are
developed.

e Researchers themselves are an important part of the research process, either in
terms of their own personal presence as researchers, or in terms of their expe-
riences in the field and with the reflexivity they bring to the role — as are mem-
bers of the field under study.

o Qualitative research takes context and cases seriously for understanding an
issue under study. A lot of qualitative research is based on case studies or a
series of case studies, and often the case (its history and complexity) is an
important context for understanding what is studied.

e A major part of qualitative research is based on text and writing — from field
notes and transcripts to descriptions and interpretations and finally to the pres-
entation of the findings and of the research as a whole. Therefore, issues of
transforming complex social situations (or other materials such as images)
into texts — issues of transcribing and writing in general — are major concerns
of qualitative research.

o If methods are supposed to be adequate to what is under study, approaches to
defining and assessing the quality of qualitative research (still) have to be dis-
cussed in specific ways that are appropriate for qualitative research and even
for specific approaches in qualitative research.

xiii
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Scope of The SAGE Qualitative Research Kit

Designing Qualitative Research (Uwe Flick) gives a brief introduction to
qualitative research from the point of view of how to plan and design a
concrete study using qualitative research in one way or the other. It is intended
to outline a framework for the other books in The Sage Qualitative Research
Kit by focusing on how-to-do problems and on how to solve such problems in
the research process. The book will address issues of constructing a research
design in qualitative research; it will outline stepping-stones in making a
research project work and will discuss practical problems such as resources

" in qualitative research but also more methodological issues like quality of

qualitative research and also ethics. This framework is spelled out in more
detail in the other books in the Kit.

Three books are devoted to collecting or producing data in qualitative
research. They take up the issues briefly outlined in the first book and
approach them in a much more detailed and focused way for the specific
method. First, Doing Interviews (Steinar Kvale) addresses the theoretical,
epistemological, ethical and practical issues of interviewing people about spe-
cific issues or their life history. Doing Ethnographic and Observational
Research (Michael Angrosino) focuses on the second major approach to
collecting and producing qualitative data. Here again practical issues (like
selecting sites, methods of collecting data in ethnography, special problems of
analyzing them) are discussed in the context of more general issues (ethics,
representations, quality and adequacy of ethnography as an approach). In
Doing Focus Groups (Rosaline Barbour) the third of the most important qual-
itative methods of producing data is presented. Here again we find a strong
focus on how-to-do issues of sampling, designing and analyzing the data and
on how to produce data in focus groups.

Three further volumes are devoted to analyzing specific types of qualitative
data. Using Visual Data in Qualitative Research (Marcus Banks) extends the
focus to the third type of qualitative data (beyond verbal data coming from
interviews and focus groups and observational data). The use of visual data
has not only become a major trend in social research in general, but confronts
researchers with new practical problems in using them and analyzing them
and produces new ethical issues. In Analyzing Qualitative Data (Graham
R. Gibbs), several practical approaches and issues of making sense of any sort
of qualitative data are addressed. Special attention is paid to practices of cod-
ing, of comparing and of using computer-assisted qualitative data analysis.
Here, the focus is on verbal data like interviews, focus groups or biographies.
Doing Conversation, Discourse and Document Analysis (Tim Rapley) extends
this focus to different types of data, relevant for analyzing discourses. Here,
the focus is on existing material (like documents) and on recording everyday
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conversations and on finding traces of discourses. Practical issues such as
generating an archive, transcribing video materials and how to analyze discourses
with such types of data are discussed.

o Managing the Quality of Qualitative Research (Uwe Flick) takes up the
issue of quality in qualitative research, which has been briefly addressed in
specific contexts in other books in the Kiz, in a more general way. Here, qual-
ity is looked at from the angle of using or reformulating existing or defining
new criteria for qualitative research. This book will examine the ongoing
debates about what should count as defining ‘quality’ and validity in qualita-
tive methodologies and will examine the many strategies for promoting and
managing quality in qualitative research. Special attention is paid to the strat-
egy of triangulation in qualitative research and to the use of quantitative
research in the context of promoting the quality of qualitative research.

Before I go on to outline the focus of this book and its role in the Kit, I would like
to thank some people at SAGE who were important in making this Kit happen.
Michael Carmichael suggested this project to me some time ago and was very
helpful with his suggestions in the beginning. Patrick Brindle took over and con-
tinued this support, as did Vanessa Harwood and Jeremy Toynbee in making
books out of the manuscripts we provided.



About this book
Uwe Flick

The use of focus groups has become a major approach in doing qualitative
research in different areas from market research to health research. In these areas
we find more pragmatic and more systematic forms of using this method for data
collection. Often focus groups are used as a stand-alone method, but in many
cases they are integrated in a multiple methods design with other qualitative
methods and sometimes with quantitative methods. They are also seen as a strong
alternative to using single interviews as the data basis for qualitative analysis. The
advantage here is that they not only allow analysis of statements and reports
about experiences and events, but also of the interactional context in which these
statements and reports are produced. This method comes with specific practical
and methodological demands of documenting and analyzing the data.

This book, Doing Focus Groups, examines the most important problems of using
this method. Practical issues of sampling, of documentation and moderating in focus
groups are addressed as well as more general reflections about ethics and about the
adequate use or misuse of focus groups as a method. Special problems of making
sense of focus group data and of assessing their quality and that of their analysis are
also discussed. After reading this book, you should not only know more about how to
do a focus group but also why and when to use this method.

Thus, in the context of The SAGE Qualitative Research Kit, this book comple-
ments the one on Doing Interviews by Kvale (2007) and the one on Doing
Ethnographic and Observational Research by Angrosino (2007) by outlining the
third of the major ways of collecting data in qualitative research. This book also men-
tions special ways of analyzing the data produced in focus groups. But it is comple-
mented by the books on Analyzing Qualitative Data by Gibbs (2007) and by the one
on Doing Conversation, Discourse and Document Analysis by Rapley (2007). The
same is the case for the issues of Designing Qualitative Research (Flick 2007a) and
Managing Quality in Qualitative Research (Flick 2007b). This book addresses the
specific problems linked in this respect to focus group research, whereas the others
provide the more general framework in addressing the problems more generally for
qualitative research. So you will find additional suggestions here, for example, about
how to sample in focus group research and what that means for comparison, findings
and generalization and what the ethical implications are in this context.
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Infroducing focus groups

Definition of a focus group

Outline of the book

Historical antecedents

Claims in focus 1

— W N

Chapter objectives
After reading this chapter, you should

have a definition of focus groups;
understand the plan of the book;
know the historical antecedents of the current use of focus groups;
and
o see the claims that are made in focus.

Although this book is intended as a spur to creative and thoughtful use of focus
groups in research, there is always a danger that one ends up contributing,
instead, to the ‘pedagogical half-truths’ (Atkinson, 1997) that continue to plague
the dual endeavours of empirical research practice and research training. The
advice that follows is offered within a context that views qualitative research as
a ‘craft skill’ (Seale, 1999) and that recognizes that what works for one exponent
of focus groups may not work for another ~ perhaps on account of their own
characteristics (gender, age, ethnicity), or disciplinary predisposition (which
depends on their original training and theoretical leanings), or conceptual
approach (i.e. how individuals go about learning, theorizing and reasoning).
Likewise approaches developed to address the requirements of a specific research
project may not translate well to another, where the data are being generated for
a different purpose or which is engaging with another group of people.
Nevertheless, in much the same way as qualitative research itself hinges on the
ability of the researcher to draw instructive parallels, this volume hopes to pres-
ent and reflect on my own and others’ experiences of using focus groups for
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research, in the hope that the reader will be able to glean some guidance and
suggestions that will assist in developing her or his own reflective and reflexive
focus group practice. It is not intended as a manual, but aspires to encouraging
thoughtful and imaginative use of focus groups. Through contextualizing issues
and illustrating dilemmas with reference to real-life research projects, it aims to
offer potential — sometimes partial — solutions and, at the very least, cautions
against employing ‘quick fixes’.

Just as focus groups, as a research tool, elicit multi-faceted accounts, so too
do focus groups, as a research choice, give rise to impassioned and potentially
contradictory methodological debates. These conflicting views stem from the
distinct disciplinary backgrounds and assumptions of researchers, who tend
to approach focus groups in different ways, using them for a variety of purposes.
However, the inherent flexibility of focus grops and their potential for use in
myriad contexts has, inevitably, given rise to considerable confusion, with
attempts at clarification often resulting in overly prescriptive advice.

Definition of a focus group

This has resulted in confusion even with regard to the definition of what consti-
tutes a focus group, with the terms ‘group interview’, ‘focus group interview” and
‘focus group discussions’ sometimes being used interchangeably. One of the
earliest and most frequently cited texts (Frey and Fontana, 1993) uses the
term ‘group interviews’ but describes an approach that is more commonly referred
to as “focus group discussions’, relying on generating and analyzing interaction
between participants, rather than asking the same question (or list of questions)
to each group participant in turn, which would be the approach favoured by what
is more commonly referred to as the ‘group interview’. Appearing most frequently
in grant applications and practice-focused journals, ‘focus group interview’ is an
intriguing hybrid term and suggests, at least to me, that the object of the exercise
is to interview a group, which is seen as holding a consensus view, rather than
the process of creating this consensus via interaction in a ‘“focus group discus-
sion’. There is, as always, a danger of being swamped by these conflicting defi-
nitions when talking about a remarkably similar research process. The definition
that T wish to apply is suitably broad to encompass all of the aforementioned
usages: ‘Any group discussion may be-called a focus group as long as the
researcher is actively encouraging of, and attentive to, the group interaction’
(Kitzinger and Barbour, 1999, p. 20).

Being actively encouraging of group interaction relates, most obviously, to run-
ning the focus group discussion and ensuring that participants talk amongst them-
selves rather than interacting only with the researcher, or ‘moderator’. However,
it also relates to the preparation required in developing a topic guide and select-
ing stimulus material that will encourage interaction, as well as decisions made
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with regard to group composition, in order to ensure that participants will have
enough in common with each other to make discussion seem appropriate, yet have
sufficiently varying experiences or perspectives in order to allow for some debate
or differences of opinion. Likewise, although being attentive to group interaction
refers to the process of moderating discussions, with the researcher picking up on
differences in views or emphasis of participants and exploring these, it also relates
to the importance of paying attention to group interaction: to group dynamics and
to the activities engaged in by the group — whether this be forming a consensus,
developing an explanatory framework, interpreting health promotion messages, or
weighing up competing priorities. Later chapters in this book are concerned with
providing advice on all of these aspects of research design, the running of focus
groups and analyzing the data generated.

Outline of the book

The chapters roughly follow a linear layout, considering research design issues,
the planning and running of focus groups, the art of generating data, the stages
involved in analysis, through to writing-up. However, it should be emphasized
that this does not mean that the craft of using focus groups in research should be
viewed as consisting of a series of stages; rather, the process, in common with all
qualitative research, is an iterative one. Theorizing begins with the formulation of
the research question, and sampling decisions are also theoretically informed,
anticipating the comparisons that it will be possible to make. Tentative interpre-
tations and analysis begin even as the data are being generated, and analysis and
writing progress hand-in-hand.

The first three chapters contextualize focus group research. Chapter 1 traces the
historical antecedents of the method and highlights several separate, but potentially
contradictory, models. It sets the scene by providing a brief history of the develop-
ment of focus group research, looking at the legacy of the various research traditions
involved. Chapter 2 critically examines the uses and abuses of focus groups, includ-
ing their use both in the context of mixed methods and ‘stand-alone’ focus group
studies. This chapter highlights both inappropriate expectations on the part of
some exponents of focus groups and the particular strengths of this method. The next
chapter (Chapter 3) addresses the often overlooked question as to the underpinnings
of the focus group approach and its place within the qualitative research tradition.

The middle section of the book deals with planning and setting up focus group
studies. Research design is the subject of Chapter 4, which looks at the decision as
to whether to use one-to-one interviews or focus groups and the potential and chal-
lenges of using focus groups within mixed methods studies. It then discusses the
practicalities concerned with selecting research settings, matching moderator and
group, and recruiting participants. Effective sampling is key to the success of focus
groups and to determining their comparative potential, and Chapter 5 is devoted to
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this topic. It considers group composition, number and size of groups, sampling
frames, second-stage sampling and the potential for comparison. Examples are
provided from previous and ongoing studies and the role of serendipity is also
acknowledged. The advantages and disadvantages of using pre-existing groups are
debated, as are ethical issues involved in making and operationalizing sampling
decisions. In Chapter 6, advice is provided with regard to setting up the room
for focus group discussions, making decisions about recording and transcribing
and running focus groups, including dealing with potentially problematic group
dynamics, developing effective topic guides and selecting appropriate stimulus
materials. .

‘Whilst ethical issues are inextricably bound up with practical issues through-
out the research process, this topic merits separate attention and Chapter 7 is con-
cerned with ethics and engagement. It looks at the reciprocities involved in the
research endeavour, the impact of participation and the importance of debriefing.
Particular attention is given to the issues involved in engaging with vulnerable
groups, including children, the elderly and the disabled, and to the challenges of
cross-cultural research.

Drawing on a cumulative dataset generated through a series of focus group
workshops over the past ten years, the following chapters invite the reader to try
generating some data, and to attempt to produce and refine a provisional coding
frame. Chapter 8 sets the scene by providing a flavour of the sort of interaction
or data that focus groups elicit. It shows how people may reformulate their views
and debate issues. Examples from focus groups held at workshops and arising
from recent studies are presented in order to demonstrate the capacity of focus
groups to access cultural frameworks. This chapter also provides more detailed
hints for the moderator with regard to seeking clarification, maintaining the focus
or steering the discussion, and picking up on cues. It also highlights the impor-
tance of thinking comparatively and anticipating analysis, even as data are being
generated. Chapter 9 starts to address the process of data analysis, by providing
an opportunity to develop and refine a provisional coding frame. Some examples
of coding frames arising from workshop sessions are presented, together with
suggestions as to how to ensure that participants’ insights are reflected in codes,
and how to capitalize on distinctions to produce a richer, more analytically
informed coding frame. Chapter 10 addresses the analytical challenges of analysis,
including the issue of utilizing interaction and group dynamics to analytic advan-
tage. The focus group researcher is encouraged to systematically make both inter-
and intra-group comparisons. Again, these processes are illustrated by examples
drawn from focus group workshops and discussions held within the context of
specific funded studies. It considers how to harness the insights of focus group
participants and discusses their potential role as ‘co-moderators/analysts’. The
importance of identifying and interrogating similarities between groups is also
stressed, as are the use of personal and professional backgrounds as resources in
analysis.
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The concluding chapter, Chapter 11, is concerned with realizing the full potential
of focus groups. It begins by summarizing their limitations and possibilities and
their potential to move beyond the purely descriptive in order to produce theo-
rized accounts. Issues involved in presenting focus group findings are outlined
and the transferability of focus group findings is discussed. Finally, the potential
for new developments is explored — in particular, the possibilities afforded by the
Internet.

Historical antecedents

This first chapter locates the origins and rise of this method within work relat-
ing to broadcasting, marketing research and public relations and then moves on
to consider the contribution of organizational research and development. This
chapter provides examples of the many ways in which focus groups have been
used across a range of disciplines and research topics. Focus groups are con-
tinually evolving and, with some modification both in terms of the component
parts of topic guides, stimulus materials, question content and style of modera-
tors, and the nature of involvement of participants, can be utilized effectively
to address an almost endless list of substantive research topics. Excitingly — but
perhaps confusingly for the novice researcher - considerable cross-fertilization
has occurred with the resulting impossibility of defining ‘pure’ focus group
research. Community development and participatory approaches have influ-
enced the use of focus groups in other contexts and have fuelled important
debates about the relationship between researcher and researched and the ulti-
mate use to which focus group findings are put. Along the way, some extrava-
gant claims have been made about the capacity of focus groups to empower
people and to provide more authentic data — all of which need to be subjected
to critical examination. Not surprisingly, the various disciplines that have
embraced focus groups have put their own ‘spin’ on the method and this can
severely limit the usefulness of the frequently context-specific advice that has
resulted.

Although focus groups have now become a household term, due largely to their
pervasive use by marketing research companies and government departments,
this has, interestingly, been accompanied by increasing confusion in the arena of
academic research. It is not unusual to come across researchers — sometimes very
experienced qualitative researchers — who display a marked diffidence when it
comes to focus groups, often hesitating to claim that what they have carried out
were, in fact, ‘proper focus groups’. This reluctance to embrace the term stems, I
would argue, both from the prescriptive nature of many of the existing texts on
using focus groups and from several conflicting models or research traditions,
each of which advocates using focus groups in a particular — even distinctive —
way, since data are actually being generated to a different end.
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Broadcasting, marketing and public relafions

Focus groups are generally seen to have emerged in the 1940s when they were first
used by Paul Lazarsfeld, Robert Merton and colleagues at the Bureau of Applied
Social Research at Columbia University to test the reactions to propaganda and
radio broadcasts during the Second World War. Referring originally to what they
termed ‘focused interviews’ (Merton and Kendall, 1946), and using these methods
alongside quantitative techniques, their approach did not distinguish sharply
between individual and group interviews. However, they did acknowledge that
. group interviews can produce a broader range of responses and elicit additional
“details (Merton, 1987). .

In the period that followed the Second World War, focus group methods
became ‘mainstays of broadcasting, marketing and public opinion research’
(Kidd and Parshall, 2000), but were largely neglected in mainstream academic
and evaluation research. Whilst the marketing research sector has produced many
helpful manuals, these deal almost exclusively with generating data relating
to public perceptions of specific products or marketing campaigns. Marketing
research is a client-focused enterprise and, as such, involves researchers in mak-
ing recommendations as to whether a particular marketing strategy should be
employed or whether it is advisable to launch a new product. Focus group dis-
cussions held for these purposes frequently involve the client (i.e. a representa-
tive of the company that has hired marketing research experts) observing the
interaction from behind a one-way mirror. Sometimes there is perceived to be no
need to produce a transcript of the discussion, and even if this is provided, it is
generally not subjected to detailed analysis of the kind likely to be engaged in by
the social science researcher. The most common methods of analysis involve
note-taking, reports from moderators and memory-based analysis. Although
these approaches may be appropriate for certain limited research applications
(Krueger, 1994), they are clearly unsatisfactory for academic research (Bloor
et al., 2001; Kidd and Parshall, 2000).

Organizational research and development
Focus groups also enjoyed considerable popularity within organizational research and
development — particularly as practised by staff at the Tavistock Institute in London
during the 1940s. Again this research was predominantly client-focused, with com-
panies defining the problems — i.e. doing the initial trouble-shooting — and only then
calling in the experts to address the issues they had identified. Hart and Bond (1995)
describe this approach as enabling companies ‘to work through conflict by a thera-
peutic process underpinned by action research’ (p. 24).

Thus — with the possible exception of the independently funded researchers at
the London School of Economics (Hart and Bond, 1995) — this consultancy-
focused research approach remained largely reactive, concentrating on solving
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technical problems and colluding in the ‘illusion of manageability’ (Anderson,
1992). Perhaps not surprisingly, it did not result in development of a research
agenda or significant refinements to method. The aims of the business sector are,
inevitably, somewhat different from those of academic research (Kevern and
Webb, 2001).

Focus groups can also be a powerful public relations tool. Festervand (1985)
cautioned that focus groups can be used to justify decisions that have already
been made and the researcher must be mindful of the potential to be co-opted
by powerful lobbies. Nevertheless, some large companies or government
agencies do genuinely seek to engage in dialogue with their respective con-
stituencies. The Home Office, for example, commissioned focus groups with
young offenders to elicit the views of children and young people in custody and
used the findings to inform policy and practice (Lyon et al., 2000). During
the passage of the Adoption and Children Bill the Nuffield Foundation inde-
pendently funded a series of focus groups with foster carers in order to redress
the lack of consultation with this important stakeholder group (Beck and
Schofield, 2002).

Community development and parlicipatory approaches
Community development generally seeks to employ the sort of ‘dialogical
research methods’ advocated by the Brazilian educationalist Freire (1970).
Padilla argues that ‘the essential role of the investigators in dialogical research is
to facilitate the production of knowledge for and by the subjects’ (Padilla, 1993,
p. 158). Participatory methods have also been employed by health services
researchers, particularly in relation to health needs assessment, and frequently
involve participants in developing the research design and, even, data analysis
(Cawston and Barbour, 2003). Some focus group work has explicitly sought to
give voice to marginalized groups, such as HIV-positive women (Marcenko and
Samost, 1999; Morrow et al., 2001).

Although the community development approach has worked with and has
sought to empower the disenfranchised, there is no reason why focus groups can-
not be used to advantage in working with more privileged sectors of society
(Barbour, 1995). Research and development projects have used a variety of group
methods, including ‘expert panels’ to develop consensus guidelines and protocols
in areas characterized by professional uncertainty. A good example of this is
provided by the work of Fardy and Jeffs (1994), who developed consensus guide-
lines for the management of the menopause in family practice. Other popular
variants include ‘nominal groups’, which commonly involve a ranking exercise
used to access participants’ concerns and priorities, and ‘Delphi groups’, which
usually involve a panel of experts responding to results from complementary
research — most often a survey (Kitzinger and Barbour, 1999). However, as the
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focus is on developing practice, much of the work involving ‘Delphi groups’ is
likely to form part of the grey methods literature.

A number of researchers have utilized focus groups in order to explore prob-
lematic areas of professional practice, and although they have not explicitly placed
their work within the community development tradition, and their work could
equally be categorized under the general heading of ‘health services research’, the
emphasis on understanding barriers and using this information to inform profes-
sional practice certainly involves a ‘nod in this direction’ (e.g. Berney et al., 2005;
- Green and Ruff, 2005; Lliffe and Wilcock, 2005).

Hedlth services research and social science research

One of the areas that has most enthusiastically championed the use of focus
groups has been health services research, where there is a large body of focus
group research that is concerned with providing insights into the experience of
people with a range of chronic conditions. This is a consequence of qualitative
research’s ability to illuminate subjective experience. Recent examples involve
the use of focus groups to provide insights into the experiences of people with
sickle cell disease (Thomas and Taylor, 2001) and multiple sclerosis (Nicolson
and Anderson, 2001), women with endometriosis (Cox et al., 2003), and patients
with chronic bronchitis (Nicolson and Anderson, 2003).

Some other focus group work carried out under the broad umbrella of health
services research aims to access perspectives in order to plan appropriate and
effective interventions, and focus groups are especially well suited to informing
the development of health education programmes (Branco and Kaskutas, 2001;
Halloran and Grimes, 1995) and in developing culturally sensitive interventions
(Wilcher et al., 2002; Vincent et al., 2006).

Whilst much of this work is clearly prompted by perennial clinical concerns,
such as low uptake of services or the lack of success of health promotion initiatives,
focus groups afford a novel way of augmenting the existing evidence base. A by-
product of the involvement of practitioners and clinicians in focus group research
has been the extent to which this has necessitated working in close collaboration
with qualitative researchers from other disciplines  (mainly medical sociology,
health psychology and medical anthropology). Although the spur for setting up
multidisciplinary research teams, in many cases, has been the recognition that
methodological expertise is required, such collaborations have also benefited from
the fresh insights provided by alternative theoretical frameworks at the disposal of
these new colleagues. This certainly reflects my own experience of working with pri-
mary care clinicians on a study of GPs’ views and experiences of sickness certifica-
tion (Hussey et al., 2004) and with a GP and philosopher-ethicist on a project con-
cerned with professionals’ views on living wills (Thompsen et al., 2003a, 2003b).
Edwards et al. (1998) — another multidisciplinary team — carried out focus groups
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with a range of primary care professionals to study how risk was interpreted and
communicated.

An examination of the sometimes lengthy author lists in recent health services
research publications testifies to the active involvement of social scientists drawn
from a variety of disciplines. However, interdisciplinary research is notoriously
difficult and certainly benefits from explicit discussion at an early stage in the
project with regard to the main focus and potential outputs of the research (Barry
et al., 1999).

There is also a body of research that starts from problems defined by practi-
tioners or clinicians, but which is overtly sociological in focus. Crossley (2002,
2003) used her study of women’s views of and responses to health promotion to
explore how women constructed health and health-related behaviours as moral
phenomena. A more recent example of such work is that of O’Brien et al. (2005),
who used focus groups to explore the role of constructions of masculinity in
explaining men’s help-seeking behaviour in relation to medical care.

The vast array of focus group studies in a large number of social science-
based disciplinary journals presents something of a challenge in terms of sin-
gling out specific studies for comment, and the examples chosen, inevitably, also
reflect my own idiosyncratic interests, both enduring and fleeting. However, in
order to give a flavour of the spread of substantive topics addressed by sociolo-
gists, criminologists and psychologists, I have concentrated on a few studies that
are used in later chapters to illustrate particular issues. These examples include
work on how identities are formed and maintained, such as a study of how young
men manage masculinity (Allen, 2005); one on girls’ perspectives and experi-
ence of violence (Burman et al., 2001); and research into work-family matters in
the workplace (Brannen and Pattman, 2005). More esoteric, but nevertheless
intriguing work, which has utilized focus groups, includes a study of the mean-
ing for women of Princess Diana (Black and Smith, 1999) and research into the
musical identities of professional jazz musicians in the UK (Macdonald and
Wilson, 2005).

The latter two examples bring to mind the heady days of the Chicago School - or,
at least, its second wave, following the Second World War, which was based on
ethnographic approaches employing ‘symbolic interactionism’ (see Chapter 3).
Although it is, of course, easy to overstate the amount of academic freedom
involved, sociological research at that time was carried out in a somewhat different
political and academic climate, with greater potential, perhaps, for research focus to
be dictated by theoretical concerns, and did not rely on significant external funding
on a project-by-project basis. Much of the innovative work involving focus groups
continues to be carried out without significant funding — for example, Allen (2005),
who revisited data generated as part of an earlier study — or as part of PhD studies
(O’Brien et al., 2005). It is, of course, easier to attract funding for focus group work
within some disciplines than it is within others. It will be particularly interesting to
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see whether the availability of online data (as discussed in Chapter 11) and the
relatively low costs involved nurture more research that addresses disciplinary con-
cerns, since this facility potentially frees the researcher from funding constraints,
which have, particularly of late, driven much research by social scientists.

Disciplinary engagement and debale
Here it is useful to look at the debates on using focus groups within different aca-
demic disciplines. Each has used the method in a slightly different way, taking

“-account of intradisciplinary debates and concerns and building on existing areas

of expertise, such as group work within social work (Cohen and Garrett, 1999).
Linhorst (2002) also reflects on the potential of focus groups for developing
social work research. For discussion on the use of focus groups in psychology,
see Wilkinson (2003), and for an overview of the use of focus groups in educa-
tional research, see Wilson (1997). Other disciplines that have explored the pos-
sibilities afforded by focus groups include occupational therapy (Hollis et al.,
2002), family and consumer science research (Garrison et al., 1999), community
practice (Harvey-Jordan and Long, 2002) and paediatric health research (Heary
and Hennessy, 2002).

Focus groups have provided insights into a huge variety of research questions,
including public perspectives on recycling (Hunter, 2001), ministry to new mem-
bers of an episcopal congregation (Scannell, 2003), and understanding ethical
investment decision-making (Lewis, 2001). Focus group research has been pub-
lished in the field of business studies in order to provide insights into the succes-
sion strategies of small and medium-sized business owners (Blackburn and
Stokes, 2000). In short, whatever your topic area, chances are that somebody,
somewhere, will have run a focus group on the subject.

Depending on the way in which groups are already utilized within disciplines,
each is likely to approach focus groups in a slightly different manner, in terms of
the sort of research questions posed, the content of topic guides, the questioning
style of the moderator, the approach to data analysis, the way in which findings
are presented and the use to which findings are put. Returning to the myriad pos-
sibilities afforded by advice deriving from the many contexts in which focus
groups have been employed, each of these traditions potentially has something to
offer the researcher. However, uncritical acceptance of advice dispensed in dif-
ferent contexts can serve to merely exacerbate some of the tensions and chal-
lenges involved.

Utilizing advice

Marketing texts provide useful hints on encouraging reluctant participants to
talk and on selecting exercises to stimulate discussion. However, advice about
sampling should be treated with some caution (see Chapter 5, which is devoted
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to the topic of sampling), as it is important to bear in mind the very different
purpose, that underpins the marketing research enterprise. Marketing research is
big business and is frequently carried out on a national scale, with the potential
for convening many groups in different locations over a very short period of time.
Sampling depends on identifying target markets for advertising and aims to
recruit a sample that is broadly representative of this target population. In this tra-
dition, focus groups are prized because of their capacity to provide up-to-the
minute responses and thus to anticipate market trends rather than their capacity
to provide detailed information of the sort generally required by health services
researchers and social scientists.

However, there is a body of academic work that uses focus groups to explore pub-
lic attitudes on highly contested issues such as animal experimentation (Macnaghten,
2001) or even national identity (Wodak et al., 1999). In contrast to marketing
research or the more conventional approaches to using focus groups to gauge public
opinion, such work frequently uses conversation analysis techniques and draws
extensively on theoretical frameworks in making sense of the data. The degree of
detail involved in the analysis is, of course, likely to depend on who has commis-
sioned the research and for what reasons. As Macnaghten and Myers (2004) point
out, the background to the project and the time-scale determine many of the choices
involved in using focus groups. (These and related issues are discussed in more
detail in Chapters 4 and 10.)

The community development tradition has generally used focus groups along-
side other methods, encompassing observational fieldwork, key informant inter-
views, surveys, and further analysis of secondary data sources. Although
this approach might, at first sight, appear to resonate with the anthropological
research tradition, there are tensions between the two, as Baker and Hinton
(1999) acknowledge.

Much time and energy has been devoted by researchers to seeking advice from
texts produced by these various traditions, but, I would argue, they have frequently
become caught up in some of the internal debates within these specific disciplines
and have sometimes lacked the courage to sift through these critically, selecting what
fits their own study and purpose and rejecting that which does not. There is no right
or wrong way to go about doing focus group research: rather the researcher is free
to adapt, borrow and combine any approaches that take her or his fancy, and the
development of hybrids is entirely acceptable — provided that the approach can be
justified in the context of the specific study (Kitzinger and Barbour, 1999).

Claims in focus

Some researchers have waxed lyrical about the potential of focus groups to
empower participants. Johnson (1996), for example, who published a paper on
focus groups entitled ‘It’s good to talk’, considers that focus groups can stimulate

11
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significant changes and can lead participants to redefine their problems in a more
politicized way. However, a word of caution is appropriate, as the context in
which such ‘empowerment’ is being sought is of crucial importance. Verbalizing
and sharing their experiences may very well be cathartic for the ‘chattering
classes’. However, I suspect that the benefits of focus group discussions are less
tangible for those whose lives and possibilities for effecting change are more
strictly governed by structural constraints.

The view that focus groups engender inherently more equal relationships between
researchers and researched has also led some commentators to claim that they are a
feminist method. A thoughtful discussion by Wilkinson (1999b), however, concludes
that although focus groups are suited to addressing feminist research topics, their use
does not necessarily constitute ‘feminist research’. Focus groups with women may
certainly provide an excellent forum for discussing and questioning gendered
aspects of their experiences and can transform ‘personal troubles’ into ‘public
issues’, as did Pini’s (2002) work with ‘farm women’ involved in the Australian
sugar industry. This echoes the claims made with respect to the ‘consciousness rais-
ing’ that characterized the early feminist movement, both in the UK and US context.
However, as Bloor et al. (2001, p. 15) point out, focus groups are ‘not the authentic
voice of the people’ and whether or not focus groups actually ‘empower’ anyone
depends on what happens after the group discussion.

Focus groups have been a key component of the ‘sociological intervention’
approach developed and advocated by the French sociologist Alain Touraine
(1981). The role for the sociologist, as envisioned by Touraine, reflects the now some-
what outmoded Marxist notion of the intelligentsia as heralding social change —even
revolution — through spearheading social movements. This approach involved
bringing people together in groups over a considerable period of time and relied on
an ‘epistemology of reception’ that stresses the importance of feedback from par-
ticipants elicited by presentation of sociological theory to the relevant audience.
Some commentators, such as Munday (2006), have criticized Touraine’s approach
as privileging the perspective of the sociologist over those who are participating in
the research. However, the interests of researcher and ‘researched’ are not neces-
sarily all that different. Touraine’s position is similar to that taken by Johnson
(1996), who argues that focus groups can access uncodified knowledge and can
stimulate the sociological imagination in both researchers and participants. Hamel
(2001) argues, however, that there are many methodological and practical issues
raised by endeavours such as Touraine’s: ‘Group discussions ... cannot give
participants the status of sociologists. Participation in the focus group does not
automatically transform them into researchers capable of building sociological
knowledge’ (2001, p. 352).There may also be ethical issues involved in using
participants’ time and energies to produce theorized accounts that are of little
practical relevance for them: indeed, this may be the ultimate betrayal of our
respondents’ confidences (Barbour, 1998b).
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There are, then, likely to be limits to what can be achieved, even by the most
overtly participatory research, and we should perhaps be mindful of the temptation
to equate our own disciplinary interests with the political interests of those we
research, whether we see ourselves as researching ‘on’ or ‘with’ them. Some ver-
sions of participatory approaches, moreover, appear to sidestep the issue of the
researcher’s responsibility, through co-opting research participants via appeals to
‘respondent validation’. Although ‘respondent validation’ may sound politically
correct and inherently attractive (Barbour, 2001), as Bloor (1997) points out, feed-
ing back preliminary findings or even inviting participants to become involved in
data analysis, is likely to have limited potential for sociological theorizing.
Ultimately, it is the researcher who has been commissioned to undertake the
research and only the researcher or research team generally have access to the
whole dataset and reading of relevant background literature. The “inverted aca-
demic snobbery’ of many attempts at ‘respondent validation’ in the end may do our
respective disciplines a disservice through failing to acknowledge the valuable
skills that we bring to the research enterprise. This debate, of course, raises impor-
tant questions regarding the role of the researcher and the political possibilities and
consequences of doing focus group research.

==——=—= Key poinis

This chapter has described separate and potentially contradictory models
of focus group application:

o broadcasting, marketing and public relations

o organizational research and development

o community development and participatory approaches
o hedlth services and social science research.

To simply record that all of the above sectors of the research community
have utilized focus groups is to deny crucial differences. Professional and
disciplinary focus and concerns have shaped the ways in which focus
groups have been developed and employed within different professional
and academic circles. Details of focus group application vary, depending
on the nature of engagement with clients and those being researched, the
services provided, professional models used and theoretical frameworks
employed. Usage dlso differs according to the extent to which inferaction
itself or group work is ceniral to the practice of a profession or theorizing,
as is the nature of involvement with the wider society, including funding
sources and government bodies.

Requiring liftle in the way of props or preparation (at least in some appli-
cations), focus groups are a readily accessible method - see, for example,
the exercise that you are invited to carry out in Chapter 8 with regard o

13
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generating data. They are also an inherently flexible method and these are
good reasons for borrowing elements from each of these usages ouilined
here, in order to develop an approach appropriate to the research topic
in hand. However, the differing aims and assumptions reflected in these
approaches have given rise to much lively debate and often, where these
differences are not appreciated, to considerable confusion on the part of
researchers seeking guidance from texis that dispense advice in relation to
context-specific applications. The sometimes bewildering array of studies
utilizing focus groups located in a wide range of academic disciplines has

R . led to a situation where much focus group research - according to com-
‘mentators such as Catterall and Maclaren (1997) - lacks a sufficiently clear

appreciafion of method and approach fo analysis. Chapter 3 locates
focus groups within the major research fraditions and within the qudlitative
research paradigm, while Chapter 2 fakes a critical look atf the uses and
abuses of focus groups, arguing that it is just as important to decide when
this approach is not appropriate as it is fo promote the method.

Further reading

The following works will extend the first introduction to focus groups given in this
chapter:

Bloor, M., Frankland, J., Thomas, M. and Robson, K. (2001) Focus Groups in
Social Research. London: Sage.

Cunningham-Burley, S., Kerr, A., and Pavis, S. (1999) “Theorizing subjects and ‘
subject matter in focus groups’, in R.S. Barbour and J. Kitzinger (eds),

" Developing Focus Group Research: Politics, Theory and Practice. London:

Sage, pp. 185-99. ) )

Kitzinger, J. and Barbour, R.S. (1999) ‘Introduction: The challenge and promise of
focus groups’, in R.S. Barbour and J. Kitzinger (eds), Developing Focus Group
Research: Politics, Theory and Practice. London: Sage, pp. 1-20. ’

Macnaghten, P. and Myers, G. (2004) ‘Focus groups’, in C. Seale, G. Gobo,
J.F. Gubrium and D. Silverman (eds), Qualitative Research Practice. London:
Sage, pp. 65-79.
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Chapter objectives
Affer reading this chapter, you should

understand when and when not to use focus groups;

see particular reasons for using them; and

understand that you should weigh advanfages and costs of this
method.

This chapter critically examines the uses to which focus groups have been
put, including the use of focus groups during the exploratory phase of mixed
methods studies. This discussion considers the often overlooked role of the
researcher’s predispositions and interests in detérmim'ng the way in which focus
groups are used. Taking a measured look at the advantages and disadvantages of
focus groups, it compares appropriate and inappropriate uses of focus groups and
highlights some common misconceptions and pitfalls, both for the novice and the
more experienced focus group researcher. It goes on to consider the appropriate-
ness of focus groups for researching ‘sensitive’ topics, accessing narratives or
‘attitudes’, engaging with ‘reluctant’ respondents, accessing the ‘hard to reach’
and providing insights into experience. The next section weighs up opportunities
and costs of focus groups and highlights their suitability for responsive and
timely studies, their capacity for addressing ‘why not?’ questions, and, lastly, their
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comparative potential. Notwithstanding their impressive pedigree, focus groups are
not always the most appropriate method. Not only does inappropriate use of focus
groups result in poorly designed research; as Krueger (1993) pointed out, over-
zealous and inappropriate use threatens to discredit the method itself.

Use of focus groups in the exploratory
phase of mixed methods studies

 One of the most common uses to which focus groups are put is in the exploratory

‘phase of a research project. Although focus groups have most frequently been
used within the context of quantitative studies for the purpose of developing and
refining research instruments, some researchers have also used exploratory focus
groups alongside other qualitative methods. This was the approach taken by
Lichtenstein (2005), who used focus groups with women in the Deep South of
the USA in order to develop a definition of ‘domestic violence’, which was sub-
sequently used in one-to-one interviews.

There are many examples of focus groups being used during the preliminary
phase of studies in order to develop items for inclusion in questionnaires (O’Brien,
1993; Amos et al., 1997; McLeod et al., 2000; Wacherbarth, 2002; Stanley et al.,
2003). Focus groups have also been used to advantage to adapt surveys for other
populations (Fuller et al., 1993) and to formulate contextually relevant questions
(Dumka et al., 1998). They have been employed to provide a basis for designing
culturally sensitive survey methodology (Hughes and DuMont, 2002) — often for
minority ethnic groups (Murdaugh et al., 2000; Wilcher et al., 2002).

Many researchers have used focus groups to inform development of survey
instruments, since they allow the researcher to harness the insights of participants as
they peruse draft questionnaires.. However, this exercise is not recommended for
the faint-hearted: in my experience, focus group participants do not mince their
words and are particularly adept at criticizing questionnaire design. Provided the
researcher is prepared to go away and lick her or his wounds and reformulate ques-
tions, however, this approach can pay huge dividends.

The example in Box 2.1 describes our experience of using focus groups to
develop specific items for inclusion in a survey and demonstrates the added
value of using preliminary focus groups. Although many quantitative researchers
have utilized the potential of focus groups for developing instruments, focus
groups held for this purpose are not always recorded or subjected to detailed
analysis. This may, however, be a missed opportunity in terms of providing data
that might prove to be helpful, for example, in furnishing explanations for anom-
alous findings or surprising statistical associations (Barbour, 1999b).
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Box 2.1 Using focus groups to develop a questionnaire

We convened three multidisciplinary focus groups to inform development of a
self-completion questionnaire fo be sent to a range of health and socidal care
professionals involved in providing care fo women with mental health problems,
whose children were on the child profection register. In particular, we used the
focus groups in order to test the wording of two questions and o ensure that we
had provided an exhaustive list of potential professionals with whom people
were likely fo come info confact. One question related 1o the frequency of dif-
ficulties in co-ordinating work with other professional groups and the other to
the frequency with which confidentiality problems were experienced.

It was not feasible to hold single professional groups, as so many were
involved - the three focus groups included child care social workers; healfh vis-
ifors; adult psychiatrists; mental health social workers; community psychiatric
nurses; children’s guardians; practitioners from voluntary organizations serving
mental health service users; voluntary organizations deadling with

children; and middle managers from both community health and social .

services.

... there was some discussion concerning how perceived levels of risk
might affect a practitioner’s abllity to refer mothers with mental heatth
problems o other services. One child care social worker noted that “It's
getting your particular client higher up on the priority list’, while a mental
health social worker commented on the way in which mothers with men-
tal health problems could be excluded from services. ... While mental
health needs were perceived as excluding some women from main-
stream services, some professionals acknowledged that they had, on
occasion, over-emphasized the degree of risk to a family in order o
access services. It was decided, therefore, fo include this as a fixed-
choice question in the survey. (Stanley et al., 2003, pp. §2-3)

Personality disorder is also a label that is frequently applied to difficult and hard-
fo-engage patients that services wish to place outside their remit. There is con-
siderable uncertainty about the extent fo which persondlity disorder responds
to freatment, with variations in defining the condition making evaluations of
intervention particularly difficult. ... The focus group discussions produced wide-
spread agreement about the imprecise use of the term ‘persondlity disorder’
and ifs function as a label that could exclude women from services.

We therefore decided fo include a vignette relating to persondlity disorder in
the questionnaire, which presented a series of hypothetical scenarios and
asked respondents o indicate, on a scale of 0-10, the level of risk considered
to apply fo each case. ‘
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‘Sensitive’ topics

Sometimes researchers argue that focus groups are not suitable for eliciting expe-
riences with regard to sensitive topics, but this is a questionable assumption. As
Farquhar and Das (1999) point out, the sensitivity of a topic is not fixed — rather
it is socially constructed with one person’s or group’s ‘no-go area’ being perfectly
acceptable for another.

Despite the scepticism of some researchers, focus groups have been used to
address topics considered ‘sensitive’ in a wide range of ‘difficult’ situations

" with groups viewed as potentially vulnerable. Focus groups have proved to be

a mainstay of research into sexual behaviour (Frith, 2000), often utilizing peer
groups, as did Ekstrand et al. (2005) in their study of the sexual behaviour,
views of abortion and contraceptive habits of Swedish schoolgirls. Focus group
researchers have also sought the views of those with serious mental health
problems (Koppelman and Bougjolly, 2001; Lester et al., 2005) and have
explored topics such as end-of-life care with those who are terminally ill
(Raynes et al., 2000; Clayton et al., 2005). The ethical issues and challenges of
recruitment and running of focus groups with such ‘vulnerable’ participants are
discussed in more detail in Chapter 7 under the heading ‘Special Considerations
and Challenges’.

When not to use focus groups

Accessing narratives

There are, however, certain situations where the use of focus groups would be
ill-advised. They are not, for example, the method of first choice when the concern
is to elicit individuals’ narratives. The issue is not so much that people will be reluc-
tant to share their experiences in a group setting, as that having several participants
competing to tell their individual and detailed stories is likely to produce ‘noise’, that
is, data that it is hard to order and attribute to speakers. The nature of focus group
discussions means that stories are unlikely to unfold sequentially, as they can do in
a one-to-one interview, and hence the picture presented will be confusing and
attemnpts to analyze data will be frustrated. Ong (2003) reports on a study of experi-
ences of back pain, where the initial focus group allowed participants to tell their
individual stories with later groups focusing more explicitly on the research ques-
tions, suggesting that a series of focus groups may be more appropriate, where the
intention is to build up a detailed picture of individuals’ experiences. Cote-Arsenault
and Morrison-Beedy (1999) suggest, however, that it is possible to elicit narrative
through focus group discussions, provided that the researcher uses smaller groups.
Cox et al. (2003) did successfully use focus groups to elicit women’s narratives
about diagnosis and treatment of endometriosis, but I suspect that the extra work
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required to extricate individual stories and sequences of events may cancel out any
benefits of using focus groups in preference to one-to-one interviews.

Accessing ‘affitudes’

Nor are focus groups an appropriate method if you want to measure attitudes.
Puchta and Potter (2002) argue that attitudes are the end result of a series of ana-
lytic decisions, which suggests that we should be wary of thinking that there is
any such thing as an ‘attitude’. They remind us that attitudes are ‘performed’
rather than being ‘pre-formed’ (Puchta and Potter, 2004, p. 27). The implications
for the process of analysis and use to which focus group findings can be put are
further discussed in Chapter 11. :

‘Whilst marketing researchers tend to focus on using focus group data to make
inferences regarding the attitudinal stances or preferences of the wider consumer
body, within social science research this is generally not the preferred end product.
Nor are results generally required so speedily as with marketing research and there
is a venerable survey tradition within the social sciences that serves this requirement
much better. If you want to make statistical generalizations from your data, then
focus groups are not the method of choice. ‘Focus group samples are usually both
unrepresentative and dangerously small’ (Morgan and Krueger, 1993, p. 14).

Accessing the ‘reluctant’

Morgan (1988) advocates using focus groups in preference to one-to-one inter-
views in situations where respondents might find face-to-face interaction intimi-
dating. In comparison to one-to-one interviews, focus groups may also encourage
participation of individuals who may otherwise be reluctant to talk about their
experiences due to feeling that they have little to contribute to a research project
(Kitzinger, 1995). The selection of one-to-one interviews or focus groups is dis-
cussed in more detail in Chapter 4.

In some instances, focus groups may allow the researcher to engage with
respondents who are otherwise reluctant to elaborate on their perspectives and
experiences (see Box 2.2).

Box 2.2 Eliciting data from the potentially ‘recalcitrant’

I fook over supervision of a PhD student who had been attempting fo use infer-
views to elicit data about men’s concepts of health (Brown, 2000). She had
found, to her dismay, that although men were generdlly willing to agree to be

(Confinued)
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(Confinued)

interviewed, their responses to her questions were offen monosyliabic and they
appeared to find it very difficult fo focus on this topic. She explained that she
feared that this was indicative of the reluctance of men in the North-East of
England - a notoriously facifurn bunch - to discuss personal issues. We came
to ajoint decision fo carry out some inferviews with men who had experienced

the ‘critfical incident’ of a heart attack, which produced data that illuminated

their previous assumptions and expectations now thrown into sharp focus by

~ this illness event.

However, the student was still interested in eliciting the views of men who had
not experienced this specific occurrence and we decided that she would also
attempt o convene some focus group discussions. This was achieved through
contacting significant employers in the locdlity, and resulted in 12 workplace-
based groups (with separate groups for white- and blue-collar workers) being
convened in a variety of settings, including Hull City Councll, the fire service, the
police, and two big pharmaceutical companies. One further church-based
community group was carried out,

Unfortunately, attempts to hold groups with members of sports clubs were
unfruitful. Men were receptive to overtures made via their workplace, with
recruitment being aided by the holding of the sessions in work time. Moreover,
discussions in the focus groups provided a marked contrast to the earlier infer-
view attempts, with men engaging animatedly with the subject, whether or
not they, personally, had experienced periods of illness. The focus group for-
mat allowed men fo compare their perceptions and experiences with those of
their colleagues and to draw on common knowledge, for example, about
media and sports persondlities who had experienced heart attacks. The inclu-
sion of men of varying ages also made for illuminating discussion with regard
o the influence of the different stages of the life-course - and related respon-
sibilities and possibilities - on perceptions of hedlth and health-related behav-
iour. Most importantly, perhaps, the focus groups avoided putting individual
men on the spot and allowed them to join in the discussion as and when they
wanted, stimulated by the reflections of their peers.
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Accessing the ‘hard to reach’ or marginalized
and providing insights info experience

Because of their perceived informality and growing public acceptability (perhaps
due to the ubiquitous use of focus groups by marketing researchers and those
interested in accessing public opinion), focus groups have earned a reputation as
something akin to the ‘method of last resort’ in terms of their capacity to engage
with those who may otherwise slip through the net of surveys, or studies that rely
on recruiting those who are in contact with services. As we have seen, this
strength has frequently been exploited for developing culturally sensitive survey
instruments. With regard to qualitative studies, focus groups have regularly been
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the method of choice for researchers attempting to access groups viewed as ‘hard to
reach’, such as members of ethnic minority groups (Chiu and Knight, 1999), urban
youth (Rosenfeld et al., 1996) and migrants (Ruppenthal et al., 2005). Some groups,
of course, may be marginalized in respect of several of their attributes, such as the
drug-using gay men living in an environment characterized by high rates of HIV
infections studied by Kurtz (2005). Focus groups can encourage greater candour
(Krueger, 1994) and give participants permission to talk about issues not usually
raised, especially if groups have been convened to reflect some common attribute or
experience that sets them apart from others, thus providing ‘security in numbers’
(Kitzinger and Barbour, 1999).

The method has often been selected as especially appropriate for eliciting the
perspectives of women, perhaps due to the idea that focus groups more closely
resemble ‘feminized’ patterns of interaction and exchange. However, of late,
researchers studying men have begun to rely more heavily on focus groups, either
to access men who belong to a minority ethnic group (e.g. Royster et al., 2000),
or who tend not to use services (O’Brien et al., 2005). Although men tend not to
be viewed as likely to be marginalized — unless they belong to an identified
minority group — eliciting their views on more sensitive topics can present a chal-
lenge. Recent focus group studies have explored men’s perspectives and experi-
ences with regard to several ‘difficult’ topics, including the ‘impotence’ drug,
Viagra (Rubin, 2004), and body image (Grogan and Richards, 2002).

A particular popular usage of focus groups in health services research has been to
provide ready access to the perspectives of a specific group of people — frequently
those whose voices have otherwise been muted. There is certainly a venerable
tradition of writing that seeks to ‘bear witness’, but to limit focus groups to simple
reporting is to underplay the potential of focus groups: they can do much more than
simply provide a window onto subjective experience — a task at which biographers,
ghost writers, novelists and pressure groups already excel. Lllustrating his argument
with reference to the large body of work on the experiences of chronic illness,
Atkinson (1997) cautions against falling into the trap of romanticizing respondents’
accounts, taking them at face value and failing to subject these to critical scrutiny, as
we would do with other arguments. Chapter 4 on research design (which shows how
to ensure that the comparative potential of a study is maximized) and Chapters 9 and
10 on producing analytically informed analyses, provide advice on how researchers
can transcend the pitfalls associated with focus group work aimed at accessing expe-
rience (through identifying patterns in the data and systematically interrogating these).

However, focus groups have added potential — particularly for the practitioner-
researcher — for use in overtly action-research-oriented projects. Crabtree et al.
argue that ‘it is possible to use focus groups as a data collection tool and an inter-
vention simultaneously’ (Crabtree et al., 1993, p. 146). This is, in essence, not
dissimilar to the approach advocated by Touraine (1981) but with the notable
difference that practitioners — unlike the academics whose role Touraine
emphasized — are likely to possess skills that focus group participants value (and
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which may be exercised even during group sessions) and may also, importantly,
have the capacity to influence service provision and allocation of resources.

Weighing up opportunities and costs

One of the most common myths surrounding the use of focus groups is that
they allow for research to be carried out more quickly and more cheaply than do
other methods. Morgan and Krueger (1993) have attempted to dispel this myth and
others, such as Jackson (1998), Kitzinger and Barbour (1999) and MacLeod Clark

E _et al. (1996), have provided details of the additional costs likely to be involved,

including travel, room hire, refreshments and transcription. There may be further
costs in terms of the researcher’s time spent telephoning participants to ensure that
they are to attend and simply dealing with the logistics of matching the required
characteristics for group composition and availability of potential participants.
(This aspect is discussed in Chapter 5, which is devoted to sampling.)

David Silverman (1992) made the observation that researchers sometimes select
a qualitative approach not so much for what it will allow them to achieve but, rather,
because of what they imagine it will allow them to avoid. For some researchers —
and, indeed, for some funders — the appeal of focus groups lies chiefly in their
assumed economy in terms of time and effort. Such benefits, however, are largely
illusory, as focus groups — if their full potential is to be realized — require the invest-
ment of more time and effort during the planning stage. One of the most common
misconceptions about focus groups is the idea that they can provide a “back-door’,
cheaper equivalent to a survey. Should researchers wish to recruit a representative
sample — which is essential if the intention is to make statistical generalizations —
then focus groups are not the most reliable way of either selecting participants or
procuring information regarding their attitudes.

There is, undeniably, a large opportunistic element in some focus group
research. Kevern and Webb (2001) criticize this approach and highlight how the
‘focus group’ label may even be applied after the event.

Although it is, of course, possible to utilize pre-existing meeting slots (rather
than recruiting and allocating participants to groups on the basis of researcher-
defined criteria), it is important to ponder the gaps that may be involved by virtue
of the composition of such groups; that is, they are unlikely to convey the whole
story, unless, of course, the research question is concerned with these specific
groupings alone. It is also possible to hold brainstorming sessions (without
having developed a topic guide or having selected stimulus material), but, as with
any other research method, the adagé ‘Rubbish in, rubbish out’ applies.

Timeliness and relevance
One great advantage of focus groups, however, is their capacity to capture responses
to events as these unfold. Economies of scale mean that, in certain circumstances, a
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study can be mounted fairly rapidly and it is perhaps for this reason that the method
has found such favour amongst marketing researchers and journalists. An example of
timely use of focus groups is provided by the study carried out by Black and Smith
(1999) following Princess Diana’s death. Having noted that 80 percent of the signa-
tories in books of condolence were women, they confined their study to women, and
conducted three separate focus groups (with Australian women of different age
groups and social backgrounds). Focus groups were held during the period between
two weeks of Diana’s death and three weeks after her funeral (see Box 2.3).

Box 2.3 An example of responsive and timely focus group
research

Black and Smith explain that they needed a flexible methodology that allowed
them fo go info the field immediately, allowing a short time from conceptuadliza-
fion of the research issue to completed data collection. In the period following
her death Diana became “a topic for talk, reflection and self-reflexivity’ (Black
and Smith, 1999, p. 265), both in the Ausiralian context (in which this study was

carried ouf) and throughout most of the rest of the world.

Among the mass media and her biographers, Diana was relentiessly
depicted as a deeply meaningful sacred symbol - particularly for
women. ... Charm, good looks, charisma and glamour were claimed o
be at the heart of her status as ‘the people’s princess’. Others focused
aftention on her social roles and the ways that these intersected with a
changing world. Such discussions depicted a saint-like Diana devoted to
charity work and contact with marginal and minority cifizens. (1999, p. 264)

Commentators identified a suffering, resilient ‘feminist’ Diana with whom
ofher oppressed women could form a sclidaristic bond. (1999, p. 264)

We reasoned that feelings and affifudes that may have been hard to
retrieve or justify prior to her death, were more likely to be discursively
available to ordinary people at that fime. (1999, p. 265)

Black and Smith took as their research question the claim that women
organized their idenfification with Diana through biography and life history.
Therefore they made the decision to organize focus groups around the
variable of age, which, they reasoned, would facilite the triggering of cohori-

specific memories. They conclude:

Limited in scope as it may have been, at least our study was flexible
and fast enough fo collect data af a critical moment that will never be
repeated. (1999, p. 267)
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‘Why not?’ questions

However, for those situations where, in formulating your research question, you
find the words “Why don’t ... 7’ creeping into your thoughts, focus groups are the
ideal approach. On one occasion I provided advice to a dentist who wished to
carry out some research to explore why people do not visit their dentist at
6-monthly intervals in accordance with dental health advice. I reasoned that one-
to-one interviews with such a theme were likely to result in putting people on the
defensive and would, thus, probably elicit entirely negative responses, which

- _ would give little indication of the extent to which individuals might, in practice,
‘actually take cognizance of other recommended dental health promotion mes-

sages. Following our discussions she opted, instead, for focus groups and located
questions about the relevance of 6-monthly check-ups within a broader discus-
sion about the importance to accord dental health and how best to achieve this.

Because of their capacity to explore such elusive “Why not ... ?’-type questions,
focus groups have frequently been used to investigate non-take-up of health care
services or ‘non-compliance’. Studies have looked, for example, at barriers to
screening (Lagerlund et al., 2001; Jernigan et al., 2001) and several studies have
employed focus groups to illuminate immunization behaviour (e.g. Keane et al,,
1996). Focus groups have also been used to provide a greater understanding of
apparently illogical health-related behaviours, such as smoking whilst pregnant
(Hotham et al., 2002) and lack of adherence to asthma management protocols
(George et al., 2003). All of these studies are characterized by a focus on the
importance of lay understandings and take, as their starting point, the notion that
apparently illogical beliefs and practices, once viewed from the perspectives of
the people involved, are likely to display a coherent and possibly highly sophisti-
cated logic. This, however, only becomes apparent when focus group participants
are given scope to justify and expand on their views in a non-judgemental envi-
ronment.

C. Wright Mills, writing in 1959 about what he called ‘the sociological imagina-
tion’, exhorted researchers to employ a ‘sociological playfulness of mind’, which
involves, amongst other approaches, turning research questions on their head. Thus,
in attempting to understand why people do not do something, it may also be useful
to problematize the behaviour that we view as desirable or, at least, not requiring an
explanation; for example, why do people take professionals’ advice?

Embedding the “Why don’t ... 7° questions in a wider discussion also serves
the useful function of not singling out for potential criticism those who have
failed to take up services or follow advice. It therefore avoids the resultant ‘sam-
pling by deficit’ (MacDougall and Fudge, 2001), which threatens to alienate
potential participants and renders problematic the description of the research to
be provided when negotiating access. This approach has the additional bonus that
it makes it easier for participants to account for their actions in a broader context,
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joining the researcher in comparing and contrasting responses. This was the
approach that we took in a study of patients’ responses to and experiences of car-
diac rehabilitation (see Box 2.4).

Box 2.4 Understanding contrasting experiences of cardiac
rehabilitation

Having been invited to run a series of workshops on qualitative research for a
small group of 8 sports medicine students, | decided to involve them in a mini
project (Clark et al., 2002, 2004). They had expressed an interest in examining
the reasons for failure to attend and attrition from cardiac rehabilitation pro-
grammes. A colleague (Alex Clark) assisted in subsequent workshop sessions
and provided practical support to students who were charged with the task
of carying out focus groups (in pairs) with patients identified by hospital
records as having experienced a heart attack within the previous 2 years, with
two students also running focus groups with professionals involved in providing
care to cardiac patients in a variety of settings in the community and within -
the hospital.

Patients were contacted by the hospital records department in order fo
ensure anonymity and were invited fo aftend one of six focus groups, with
separate groups being convened for those who had completed the pro-
gramme, those who had dropped out part way through the programme and
those who had not taken up the invitation to attend. We considered it impor-
tant o avoid the potential awkwardness that might be occasioned by pitting
‘star’ patients against those who had failed to take health promotion advice.
Holding separate focus groups dllowed us to explore non-aftendees’ views
about the sort of people who take part in cardiac rehabilitation and went
some way fowards explaining why they considered this an inappropriafe
course of action for themselves. Not only were such individuals, and those who
dropped ouf, unlikely to volunteer for one-to-one interviews; inferviews,
through putting the spotlight on their failure to take on board health promotion
advice, would have risked dlienating them even further.

In carrying out such a project the researchers iread a narrow line between
preaching to the unconverted, on the one hand, and condoning unhealthy
behaviour, on the other. Patients may have been encouraged to parficipate
because this project was being carried out by medical students in a learning
capacity, This may have helped to reassure patients of the value of students
hearing the views of all patients and gave them an opportunity o have an
input into training future professionals.

The key to producing research findings that transcend the purely descriptive

and begin to be analytical lies in the study of the patterning in our data. This is
possible, provided that close attention is paid to research design (see Chapter 4)
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and selecting participants in order to maximize the potential for comparison.
Analysis then becomes more than simply plucking themes out of the data and
involves a process of interrogating the data, contextualizing comments, develop-
ing tentative explanations and subjecting these to further interrogation and refine-
ment (see Chapters 10 and 11). '

Within the arena of research into patients’ experiences, those that provide most
detailed recommendations for health promotion practice, however, are — once

again — those that most thoroughly interrogate the data generated (see Box 2.5).

Béx 2.5 Harnessing the comparative poiential of a focus group
study

Evans et al. (2001) compared the views of parents who had accepted MMR
immunization and those who had refused. The data highlighted the anxieties
of parents who had opted for immunization and showed that very few
approached MMR with complete confidence. Even the immunizers ‘chose
compliance rather than making an informed positive decision’ (pp. 908-9).
This study was able fo access the reasoning and weighing-up behind
parents’ decisions, but demonstrated the complex way in which this was over-
laid by other attitudes and psychological processes. These researchers capi-
talized on opportunities for further comparison within groups and observed
that, inferestingly, many of the non-immunizers had had their older children
immunized, but had changed their views over fime as they came to feel more
confident about questioning professional recommendations and exploring
alternatives. The study findings highlighted key information needs of parents:
regarding ‘why the MMR schedule has changed, the importance of immuniz-
ing both boys and girls, the duration of protection and the rationale for boosi-
ers, the limited transfer of immunity in breast milk, and why immunization is
important at a young age’ (2001, p. 909).
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Bloor et al. (2001) argue that focus groups are the method of choice only when
the purpose of the research is ‘to study group norms, group meanings and group
processes’. They are particularly well suited to studying decision-making processes,
for example, and the ways in which people weigh up competing priorities or the
ways in which they qualify their views to take situational and circumstantial factors
into account. :

As Wilkinson (1999a) suggests, focus group discussions can provide a window
on processes that otherwise remain hidden and are difficult to penetrate. She
argues that, during focus group discussions, typically: ‘Collective sense is made,
meanings negotiated, and-identities elaborated through the processes of social
interaction between people’ (1999a, p. 225).
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Herein lies the key to focus groups’ potential for therapeutic use, or — less
ambitiously, or perhaps less contentiously — their capacity to provide insights to
participants as well as researchers. Crabtree et al. observe: ‘People can recog-
nize previously hidden parts of themselves in others. They can also reconstruct
their own life narrative from others’ stories’ (1993, p. 146). Whether this is used
to therapeutic effect or whether it is simply used by the researcher to illuminate
similarities and differences in experiences and accounts depends, ultimately, on
the purpose of the research and the predispositions and expertise of the
researchers involved. Before we turn to considering in more detail the sort of
data that focus groups can elicit and how this can provide a basis for interpre-
tation and development of theoretical explanations, however, it is important to
locate focus groups in the wider methodological and epistemological debates
that continue to be a feature of the research endeavour. This is the subject of
Chapter 3.

=——= Key points

e Focus groups are useful for informing design of survey instruments and
culturally appropriate methodology.

o They can be used in a wide variety of circumstances, including fopics
conventionally regarded as ‘sensitive’ ~ provided that adequate fore-
thought is given both fo research design and ethical considerations.

o Focus groups are not the method of first choice for eliciting narratives.

e Focus groups may encourage greater candour and may be more
acceptable fo parficipants reluctant to take part in one-to-one
inferviews.

o They should not be used as a ‘back-door’ roufe to collecting survey
data, as they do not offer a means of measuring aftitudes, nor do they
provide data amenable 1o statistical generalization.

o Focus groups can be useful in accessing the ‘hard to reach’” and the
potentially recalcitrant.

e This approach can illuminate the concermns of those whose voices are
otherwise muted.

e Focus groups also lend themselves to action research approaches.

» Data elicited in focus groups can be used to provide a window on sub-
jective experience - but this is the least of what this approach is capa-
ble of doing.

* Opportunistic use of focus groups results in improvised research design
and impoverished data.

o Focus groups excel at accessing responses fo events as these unfold.

+ They are partficularly appropriate for addressing ‘why not ... ?° ques-
fions and for accessing perspectives on topics to which participants
may previously have accorded liftle consideration.
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Furiher reading

In the following articles and books you will find examples for the ways q‘f.‘using
focus groups discussed here outlined in more detail:

Clark, A., Barbour, R.S. and Maclntyre, P.D. (2002) ‘Preparing for secondary pre-

vention of coronary heart disease: a qualitative evaluation of cardiac reHabilitaf
tion within a region of Scotland’, Journal of Advanced Nursing, 39(6): 589-98.

Clark, A.M., Barbour, R.S. and McIntyre, P.D. (2004) ‘Promoting participationin

cardiac rehabilitation: an exploration of patients’ choices and experiences in
relation to attendance’, Journal of Advanced Nursing, 47(1): 5-14.

. Kevern, J. and Webb, C. (2001) ‘Focus groups as a tool for critical social research

in nurse education’, Nurse Education Today, 21: 323-33.

Stanley, N., Penhale, B., Riordan, D., Barbour, R.S. and Holden, S. (2003) Child:

Protection and Mental Health Services. Bristol: Policy Press.
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Chapter objectives
Affer reading this chapter, you should

¢ be able o locate focus groups in the broader framework of quali-
tative research;

o see the different fraditions as a background of using focus groups;
and

o see the value of using focus groups in more detail,

This chapter interrogates the ‘epistemological’ underpinnings of the various
usages of focus groups and attempts to locate focus group research in relation to
the major philosophical and methodological traditions. ‘Epistemology’ refers to
‘what we regard as knowledge or evidence of things in the social world’ (Mason,
1996, p. 13). Although it is argued that focus groups fit within the broad tradition
of qualitative research, they cannot be neatly assigned to any one of the many —
and potentially contradictory — qualitative approaches.

Reviewing the history of the use of focus groups, Kidd and Parshall (2000)
argue: ‘... focus group methods developed and [have been] maintained outside
of the major methodological traditions of qualitative research, and they are thus
relatively agnostic in terms of the methodologies attending them’ (2000, p. 296).
Although this has sometimes led to something akin to a methodological free-for-
all, there are particular features of focus group discussions that lend themselves
to a qualitative approach and it is argued that it is only in the context of such use
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that focus groups realize their full potential. Moreover, many of the problems
that researchers raise in relation to generating and analyzing data using focus
groups, reflect veiled assumptions that reveal inappropriate expectations of focus
groups. Once focus groups are placed within their rightful context of qualitative
research, many of the problems and frustrations encountered by focus group
researchers and perceived weaknesses of the method can actually be shown to be
advantages.

Focus groups as a qudlitative research
method: capacity and challenges

Focus groups, in common with other qualitative methods, excel at providing
insights into process rather than outcome. This, however, is sometimes over-
looked by researchers who employ focus groups as a method. A common usage
is the so-called ‘nominal group technique’, which has proved so popular in health
services research (see Chapter 1). Literally meaning ‘a researcher-convened
rather than naturally occurring group’ — a group in name only — the most com-
mon variant of ‘nominal groups’ involves employing a ranking exercise in order
to encourage participants to determine their priorities. Whilst I would contend
that important insights can be gained by paying detailed attention to the discus-
sion generated during the process of debating and weighing up competing prior-
ities, many proponents of this approach concentrate their efforts, instead, on the
outcome of such deliberations. Depending on the use to which such information
is put, this may not only detract from the contribution that can be made by focus
group methods, but can seriously mislead — particularly where such data are used
to inform resource decisions. In the real world such decisions do have to be
made, however, and it would be churlish not to acknowledge the often genuine
attempt involved to access and respond to ‘consumers’ voices’. It is important,
though, to separate such considerations from discussions of the potential of focus
groups as a method, since any advice gleaned from publications arising from this
use of ‘nominal groups’ is unlikely to provide a useful template for focus group
research per se.

A frequently debated issue in the use of focus groups is the extent to which the
focus group researcher should seek both to elicit and attend in analysis to individual
as opposed to group data. If the objective of the research is to compare the themes
and issues raised by members of groups that have been expressly selected to facili-
tate comparisons along particular lines — for example, locality or gender — then a
case can certainly be made for concentrating on differences between groups.
Although many focus group discussions arrive at a consensus, there are difficul-
ties involved in summarizing a ‘group view’. With approaches designed to
develop consensus guidelines, for example, this is not a problem, but this raises
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a challenge for research that aims to understand differences in emphasis and
understanding of various groups. Also, as Myers and Macnaghten (1999) point
out, many groups do not develop such a consensus and it is the interchange
between participants that is the valuable data for the researcher attempting to gain
insight into group processes, not the outcome of the discussion.

In analyzing group interaction it is important, therefore, to examine individual
voices within discussions. Each focus group participant can be described with refer-
ence to many related characteristics: a focus group of women may include individ-
uals of varying age, social class and sexual orientation, for example (Kitzinger and
Barbour, 1999). It would be a pity to follow an approach that did not allow the
researcher to take advantage of additional insights that such intra-group comparisons
might yield — especially since focus group participants may, themselves, engage in
lively debate, drawing on differences in individual circumstances and experiences as
they ‘worry away’ at the questions and tasks that we, as moderators, have set them.
Moreover, it is this attention to further differences that alerts the researcher to the
possibilities afforded by second-stage sampling (discussed in more detail in Chapter
5), whereby additional groups may be convened to explore further any such hunches
developed during initial focus group discussions and preliminary analysis. This,
however, is a far cry from utilizing focus group discussions to access individuals’
attitudes, which is a more problematic use of the method.

All comments made during focus groups are highly dependent upon context
and are contingent upon group members’ responses to others’ contributions and the
dynamics of that particular group. As Billig (1991) reminds us, views expressed in
focus groups are highly specific and are ‘bound up in the argument [that is] hap-
pening’. It is misguided to attempt to extrapolate from focus group discussion to
attempt to measure individuals’ attitudes. Although not explicitly utilizing focus
groups as a ‘back-door’ route to survey data, some researchers nevertheless may
express frustration regarding the perceived elusiveness of views throughout focus
group discussions. Participants frequently change their minds about issues in the
course of discussion, particularly where focus groups address a topic to which
they had not previously paid a great deal of attention. This is highlighted in the
title of Warr’s (2005) paper: ‘It was fun ... but we don’t usually talk about these
things.” Researchers are in danger of treating views as if they exist independently
of our focus group discussions, when it would be more helpful to regard the
research encounter itself as a ‘site of performance’ (Brannen and Pattman, 2005,
p. 53). Virtually without fail, close analysis of focus group discussions highlights
inconsistencies and contradictions. This is only a problem if one views attitudes
as fixed. Focus groups excel at allowing us to study the processes of attitude for-
mation and the mechanisms involved in interrogating and modifying views. If we
really want to unpick the process of individual attitude formation, then perhaps
we would be better advised to run a series of focus group discussions in order to
monitor shifts over time.
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In a study of public views on priority setting in health care, Dolan et-al. (1999)
carried out, at different time points, two sets of focus groups with the same
patients in order to examine the impact of discussions on their views. Having had
the opportunity to discuss complex decision-making processes, many of the par-
ticipants changed their minds, becoming more sympathetic towards the role of
managers and more reluctant to make clear-cut decisions. This, they conclude,
casts doubt on ‘the value of surveys that do not allow respondents the time or
opportunity to reflect on their responses’ (Dolan et al., 1999, p. 919). Rather than
castigating focus groups for their failure to provide reliable measures of partici-

R pants’ views, then, focus groups should be valued for their unique capacity to

provide an understanding of how such views are formed. David Morgan (1988)
has observed: ‘Focus groups are useful when it comes to investigating what par-
ticipants think, but they excel at uncovering why participants think as they do’
(1988, p. 25).

Whilst the context-specific nature of focus group data might be seen from a
positivist position as constituting a weakness, a shift in focus allows this to be
viewed, instead, as a virtye. Those who agonize, during the process of analysis,
about the difficulty of ‘pinning down’ participants’ views are missing the point
and are making the mistake of viewing focus groups as a ‘back-door’ route to col-
lecting survey-type data: this is not the forte of focus groups, or of any other qual-
itative method.

Involving often lengthy and in-depth consideration of open-ended questions
and stimulus materials, focus groups have the capacity to reflect issues and con-
cerns salient to participants rather than closely following the researcher’s agenda.
This means that the resulting data can yield surprises. For example, participants
may take factors into account in their deliberations that researchers have not
anticipated and this may highlight the relevance for the researcher of alternative
explanations for perceptions or behaviour — or even of new theoretical frame-
works that can usefully be brought to bear in analysis. For example, in our study
about making decisions about medication, we had not anticipated that the impact
of switching medication (and the associated increased cost to patients) would
emerge as a factor that discouraged them from reporting side effects and led them
to continue with medication that, although not ideal, at least did not incur further
expenditure. Following up on our observation (from focus groups involving
patients with a mixture of conditions) that this appeared to be a particular problem
for patients who had experienced a heart attack, we subsequently convened two
focus groups with patients involved in cardiac rehabilitation, and this generated
more data around what was a highly salient issue for this group of people. Sometimes
the surprises yielded by focus groups can be discomfiting for researchers who,
through exposure to the relatively uninhibited discussion that tends to be a feature
of focus groups, may be offered a glimpse from the first time into the life-worlds of
people from very different walks of life from their own. This has led Umafia-Taylor
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and Bamaca (2004) to advise that, when undertaking cross-cultural research, we
prepare research staff for the eventuality of encountering derogatory remarks
about ethnic groups, including their own.

The semi-structured nature of topic guides (see Chapter 6 for a more detailed
discussion) allows the researcher to focus on issues salient to those being studied,
rather than emphasizing the researcher’s preconceptions or agenda. In this way,
qualitative research in general — and especially focus group research — seeks to
illuminate the insider’s or ‘emic’ perspective (Holloway and Wheeler, 1996).
Since focus groups afford insights into how people process and make sense of the
information with which they are provided, they are also especially well suited to
uncovering participants’ misconceptions and how these can arise. It is for this rea-
son that focus groups have been used so frequently, to good advantage, in gaug-
ing the impact of health promotion campaigns (Halloran and Grimes, 1995).
Keane et al. (1996) carried out research into African-American beliefs about
immunization for infants, conceptualization of illness and efficacy of vaccines.
Interestingly the focus group discussions in the context of this study revealed
that, as parents viewed fever as a primary indicator of illness, vaccines were seen
as causing rather than preventing illness. Focus groups excel at identifying and
exploring such misconceptions and their consequences for behaviour.

Another challenge frequently issued to focus group researchers is that of
demonstrating that participants are telling us ‘the truth’ (see Box 3.1). Again this
concern arises from the positivist approach with its heavy reliance on measures
designed to ensure validity, such as the potential for inclusion in a questionnaire
of items that allows for cross-checking of responses. The qualitative tradition, by
contrast, acknowledges that truth can - and, indeed, perhaps should — be per-
ceived as relative. Rather than seeking to record one definitive view, qualitative
research recognizes the existence of ‘multiple voices’ and often seeks to capture
these, by, for example, illuminating the differing concerns and assumptions of
professionals and the laity.

Box 3.1 Can focus groups access ‘the truth’?

I had produced a video for feaching purposes of a focus group discussion
about people’s use of general practice services ‘ouf of hours’, i.e. outside of
office hours. Somewhat to my surprise - given that the participants were all vol-
unteers from amongst my colleagues, rather than having been selected on the
basis of having a particular axe to grind in relation fo this fopic ~ three of the four
group members recounted what | subsequently termed “horror stories’. One par-
ficipant fold of her experience of having been prescribed penicilin ¢to which
she was allergic) in error and her dramatic reaction to this, which culminated

(Confinued)
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(Confinued)

in her *arresting (i.e. her heart sfopping) and having to be brought bc_c;k to life
by a paramedic team’.

I later showed this video at a workshop attended by several hedlih care
professionals, one of whom had evidentily had some involvement in the episode
to which the focus group parficipant alluded. This professional informed the
group that she had inside knowledge relating o this incident and that the
focus group participant had ‘noft fold the truth’, adding that this showed how

“subjective and unreliable’ focus group data are. My response fo this was fo

stress that my concern, as a researcher, was not with whether or not people
were felling the truth, but with trying to understand why people tell particular
stories, or present thelr experiences in a certain way; that is, the task of a
qualitative researcher is to look beneath the confent of stories to uncover the
functions that such storytelling accomplishes for participants. | argued that
*horror stories’ serve fo throw info sharp focus the offen unspoken or taken-for-
granted assumptions - in this case, with regard to the responsibilities of healih
care professionals, What is, then, of interest is not whether a story is frue, but
why someone chooses to fell it in a particular way.

| also poinfed out that there was a rehearsed air o the story as recounted
to other group members: in particular the pause before the storyteller added
the carefully worded understatement, "... so that did upset us’, suggested o
me that this sfory had been told - presumably to good effect — on previous
occasions. We dll, | added, embellish stories as part and parcel of social inter-
action and some people relish more than do others the role of raconteur.
My argument dlso stressed that, were | to generate an account from the
health care professionals involved, then that is just another story, fold fo make
another point and not, inherently, any more ‘trustworthy’ or ‘authentic’ than
this participant’s presentation of events. I'm not sure that | convinced this work-
shop participant, but, then again, | suspect that she has not gone on to carnry
out research using focus groups.
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All researchers have to face the possibility that respondents are simply telling
us what they think we want to hear. This problem may be exacerbated by focus
group research because of the additional fear of peer group disapproval (Smithson,
2000). However, this is good news for the researcher with a particular interest in
studying the impact of the peer group on attitude formation.

Views expressed in focus groups may also be different from those expressed
outside of the research context. However, holding focus groups with pre-existing
teams may facilitate more rounded or reasoned responses. For example, during
one focus group session with a primary care team, one member explained in some
detail (in response to a vignette) how he would go about assessing a patient
and deciding upon a course of action. He was challenged by a colleague, who
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commented, “Who’s just swallowed a textbook?’ (Barbour, 1995). An extra bonus
for the researcher is the possibility of participants openly challenging each
other’s accounts of mutually accessible situations. In another focus group held
during the same project, one member laughingly contradicted a similar ‘textbook
response’ by saying, ‘That’s interesting. That’s not quite what you did in relation
to Mrs McGregor last week!”

We will never know what respondents might have revedled in the ‘pri-
vacy’ of an in-depth inferview but we do know what they were pre-
pared o elaborate and defend in the company of their peers. (Wilson,
1997, p. 218)

We have seen, then, that some criticisms of focus groups and the data they
can elicit arise from a lingering attachment to quantitative research assumptions,
which are inappropriate when considering the potential of qualitative methods.
Even where focus groups are used appropriately, a lack of appreciation of their
full capacity can lead to them being employed in an overly casual fashion, to
carry out brainstorming exercises, for example, which, although potentially illu-
minating, are the very least of what focus group research can achieve. Lack of
preparation, piloting and refinement of topic guides have the same consequences
as lack of attention to developing instruments in the quantitative tradition —
suboptimal research. (This is discussed in Chapter 6 in relation to planning focus
groups.) Turning to those who are persuaded of the value of focus groups,
perhaps it is, again, the enthusiasm with which those new to qualitative methods
per se have embraced this approach that has led to a degree of self-consciousness
that is evident in many of the attempts to locate focus group methods once and
for all within a particular identified paradigm, such as ‘phenomenology’. Many
of these enthusiastic new converts to focus groups do not fully appreciate the
extent to which qualitative research is characterized by disagreement and debate
between proponents of a variety of approaches, each with its own distinctive set
of assumptions as to what constitutes data or knowledge and how best to go about
studying this — the ‘epistemological underpinnings’ of similar but separate quali-
tative traditions (Barbour, 1998a).

Which qualitative tradition?

Located midway between observational fieldwork and one-to-one interviews,
focus groups have been described as involving ‘structured eavesdropping’
(Powney, 1988). However, there has been some spirited debate with regard to
exactly where focus groups fit on the continuum between structure and spon-
taneity. This depends, in part, on how active the researcher is in directing discus-
sion, but many early commentaries on focus groups highlighted concerns about
the artificiality of a group convened for research purposes (Barbour, 1995).
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Although some commentators, such as Silverman (1993), consider that neither
artificial nor maturally occurring groupings and data are inherently superior,
others clearly view focus group research as a ‘poor relation’ of the established
traditions of anthropology and ethnography. The latter argument hinges on the
notion — perhaps, even, the myth — of a non-directive researcher, but conveniently
overlooks the use made of supplementary interviews by anthropologists working
in the classical tradition and employing observational fieldwork methods.

Kidd and Parshall (2000) contend that focus groups are no substitute for phe-
nomenological or ethnographic research. In a similar vein, Brink and Edgecombe

" (2003) argue: ‘... the purpose of ethnography is to chart, graph or describe a peo-

ple ... Ethnography’s signature is the study of naturally occurring human behaviour
through observation ... If the researcher; “creates” a population, then the research
is no longer ethnography’ (2003, p. 1028). However, this distinction may be
laboured too much: even an anthropologist working in the classical tradition
asked occasional questions (even if interviews, as such, were not always used), and
capitalized on insights provided by key informants. It is possible that the very pres-
ence of the researcher could have had an impact on group membership, thus call-
ing into question the extent to which any group that includes a researcher — even as
a non-participant observer — can be assumed to be entirely naturally occurring.

Focus groups may even have some advantages over the more laborious and
opportunistic aspects of observational fieldwork. Anyone who has been an
observer will recall the many hours spent waiting for incidents relevant to the
research to arise. Whilst such ‘hanging around’ can be useful in terms of provid-
ing background context, it can, nevertheless, be frustrating. By way of contrast,
Bloor et al. (2001) maintain that focus groups provide:

.. concentrafed and detailed information on an area of group life
which is only occasionally, briefly, and allusively available to the ethno-
grapher over months and years of fieldwork. (2001, p. 6)

They continue:

In lafe-modern societies where identity is reflexive buf behaviour remains
normative, albeit subject to a widening range of influences, focus groups
provide a valuable resource for documenting the complex and varying
processes through which group norms and meanings are shaped, elab-
orated and applied. In the access they provide to norms and meaning,
focus groups are noft just the time-pressed researcher’s poor substitute for
efthnographic fieldwork, they are a mainstream method to address those
sfudy fopics in increasingly privatized societfies which are less open fo
observational methods. (2001, p. 17)

In other words, it is the capacity to inject some structure that affords focus
groups an edge — in terms of thinking strategically about settings and group
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membership and the various insights it is possible to elicit (in contrast to the
practice of carrying out more opportunistic observational work). Moreover, if
the task of phenomenology — and, indeed, to an extent all qualitative research —
is ‘rendering the familiar strange’ (Seale, 1999), focus groups can absolve the
researcher of this as a singular responsibility, as it undeniably is for the lone
anthropologist or ethnographer. Inviting participants to unpick their perceptions
and experiences can allow them to share this work, by harnessing their insights
and commentaries as they engage in generating data. Perhaps, indeed, it is the
researcher who is being empowered — or, at the very least, being given a helping
hand by respondents.

Added value through using focus groups

Focus groups provide an opportunity to generate data that are amenable to analy-
sis within the symbolic interactionist approach, which emphasizes the active con-
struction of meaning. As Seale (1999) points out, Symbolic Interactionism was
associated with early versions of the qualitative approach, which emphasized the
active aspects of human social life. This approach, according to Blumer (1972),
supposes:

... that human society is made up of individuals who have selves (that is,
make indications fo themselves); that individual action is a construction
and noft a release, being built up by the individual through noting and
interpreting features of the sifuation in which he acts; that group or col-
lective action consists of the aligning of individual actions, brought
about by the individuals’ interpreting or taking info account each
other’s actions. (1972, p. 184; parenthesis in original)

This was the approach developed by what has come to be hailed as the
‘Chicago School’ of sociologists. Working in the United States in the period fol-
lowing the Second World War, they were committed to the idea of human actions
as arising through the active construction of meaning through interaction in
groups with significant others. It was through interaction that concepts were
interrogated, concerns aired, meanings conferred and rationales for views and
behaviour developed. Symbolic Interactionism has gone somewhat out of fash-
ion in more recent years, having been supplanted by an emphasis on ‘phenome-
nology’. Both, however, concentrate on the process of interaction and active
construction of meaning. Viewing language as a form of social action (Burr,
1995) and paying even closer attention to the sequence and structure of talk,
conversation analysts also view interaction as a site for study that affords the
researcher access to the construction of meaning and social action being per-
formed. Puchta and Potter (2004) explain: ‘Conversation analysts in particular
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have argued that ordinary talk, mundane talk, the kind of everyday chat we have
with one another is fundamental to understanding all kinds of more specialized
interaction. ... Talk is ... something we use to perform an enormous Yariety of
the practical tasks of living’ (2004, p. 9).

Symbolic Interactionism and conversation analysis have both been subjected
to criticism (by Giddens, 1993, amongst others) for privileging ideas of agency
(the capacity of individuals to effect change and action) over structure (the
wider context and constraints that affect or limit the possibilities of action)
(Callaghan, 2005). That is, they have been criticized for concentrating on the

" ‘micro’ to the exclusion of the ‘macro’ whilst ignoring the relationship between

the two. Thus, such approaches have sometimes been seen as affording detailed
insights into the trivial without the capacity to offer an explanation of how these
processes impact on society at a higher level than that of the small group. Seale
(1999) continues:

For the most part, the quadlitative alternative has been presenfed as a
vehicle for answering questions about what is happening in a particular
setting or how redlities of everyday life are accomplished. The issue of
why things happen in the way they do is more rarely addressed as an
explicit project, though a place for this in qualitative research is increas-
ingly argued as the threatening shadow of determinism (or the search
for underlying causes and rules) appears fo have receded. (1999,
p. 39; comment in parenthesis added)

I would argue that focus groups, if used judiciously, can effectively address this
important gap in understanding. Notwithstanding the many projects that restrict
analysis of focus group data to the purely descriptive, a more rigorous and
theoretically informed approach can also, potentially, provide an explanation.
Seale’s language and statement of the problem recalls Morgan’s frequently
quoted assertion: ‘Focus groups are useful when it comes to investigating what
participants think, but they excel at uncovering why participants think as they do’
(1988, p. 25). However, this higher level of understanding does not just come
about magically through some inherent property of focus group discussions: for
focus groups to make the fullest contribution possible requires the active engage-
ment of the researcher. A broadly social constructionist approach (Berger and
Luckmann, 1966) holds most promise for bridging the gap identified by Seale,
since it allows the researcher to combine the micro attention to interaction advo-
cated by Symbolic Interactionism and more macro elements (taking into account
the social, economic, political and policy context) in which data are being gener-
ated and with regard to which they should be analyzed. This is in line with the
approach advocated by Gergen (1973), who highlighted that phenomena are spe-
cific to a particular time, place and culture, arguing for what he called a ‘histori-
cal social psychology’.
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Research design — and, in particular, sampling — provides the mechanism
through which this becomes possible (see Chapter 5 for a fuller discussion of
sampling strategies). Thoughtful sampling can render focus groups a particularly
effective tool for interrogating the very relationship between agency and struc-
ture. According to Berger and Luckmann (1966), the objective social world is
mediated by significant others who ‘modify [this world] in the course of mediat-
ing it. They select aspects of it in accordance with their own location in the ...
social structure and also by virtue of their individual, biographically rooted idio-
syncrasies’ (Berger and Luckmann, 1966, p. 151). In addition to arguing that peo-
ple together create social phenomena, Berger and Luckmann also referred to
these being sustained through social practice.

Other writers (such as Burr, 1995), exploring the potential of social construc-
tionism have proceeded to emphasize the role of ideology in linking the individ-
ual and group interaction processes to wider social concerns and processes,
thereby locating subjectivity in its social context. Callaghan (2005) argues
that focus groups can afford participants the opportunity of simultaneously man-
aging their individual identities and making a collective representation to the
researcher, thereby providing valuable insights into the construction of meanings
and their impact on action. She further explains that ‘carefully selected focus
groups, can access knowledge which embodies the “habitus” of the wider
community’. The term ‘habitus’ was coined by Bourdieu and refers to ‘disposi-
tions’ or lenses through which individuals view the world, which are ‘socially
constituted’ and ‘acquired’ (Bourdieu, 1990). Bourdieu further elaborates on the
‘generative’, ‘creative’ and ‘inventive’ capacities ¢ of ‘habitus’ (Bourdieu, 1999),
emphasizing the flexibility of the concept. According to Callaghan (2005), the
processes involved in this creative endeavour can be further illuminated through
strategic sampling to allow the researcher to explore the patterning in relation to
social and cultural categories, such as age, gender, ethnicity and social class.

The use of theoretical models may, of course, be limited by the way in which
data are recorded and/or transcribed. Conversation analysis, for example, requires
that transcripts be produced according to specified conventions (see Silverman,
1993; Myers and Macnaghten, 1999; Puchta and Potter, 2004; Rapley, 2007).
Decisions about transcription are further discussed in Chapter 4, which considers
research design. Again, it is essential that this is a matter to which the researcher
gives thought at the planning stage of the research; it is important not to leave the
matter of theoretical approach until later, while one waits to see what data are
generated and which themes ‘emerge’. As Miller points out, ‘Some of the most
important interpretive possibilities of qualitative studies are established prior
to data collection’ (1997, p. 6). This relates, in particular, to sampling decisions,
which provide the key to the comparisons that can be made (see Chapter 5) and
also, importantly, to the extent to which it will be possible to understand
patterns identified during analysis (gaining analytical purchase — see Chapter 10).
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]

Key poinis

o Focus groups fit within the broad paradigm of qudlitative research.

o Differences between the various approaches to qualitative research
are sometimes over-emphasized - for example, in relation fo the
debate about naturdlistic as compared to artificial research settings
and data.

e Focus groups are a versatile method and can be utilized in different
ways, depending on the particular qualitative tradition informing the
sfudy in question,

‘e |f used fo full advantage, focus groups have the potential to franscend

the more limited goal of providing description and can furnish expla-
nations, provided that due aftention is paid to planning and research
design and, in particular, sampling.

Focus groups have enormous promise with regard fo bridging the peren-
nial gap in social science between agency and structures, They have
unique potential to combine structure and spontaneity, provided that they
are used judiciously, with due attention fo research design and sampling.
It is to the first of these issues - research design - that the next chapter
addresses ifself.

Further reading
These works will lead you deeper into the contents of this chapter:

Bloor, M., Frankland, J., Thomas, M. and Robson, K. (2001) Focus Groups in
Social Research. London: Sage.

'Kidd, P.S. and Parshall, M.B. (2000) ‘Getting the focus and the group: enhancing
analytical rigor in focus group research’, Qualitative Health Research, 19(3):
293-308. ’ ‘ . '

Seale, C. (1999) The Quality of Qualitative Research. London: Sage.
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Chapter objectives
Affer reading this chapter, you should

o understand the rationale behind deciding between inferviews and
focus groups;

o see the advantages and problems of using focus groups in mixed
methods approaches and in triangulation; and

o know about planning issues like recruiting participants and match-
ing moderator and group.

This chapter outlines the various design choices (see Flick, 2007a, for more
details) involved in planning research studies, including whether to use focus
groups or one-to-one interviews, and whether to use focus groups as a stand-
alone method or as part of a mixed methods approach. It provides guidance on
how to weigh up these alternatives and critically examines both the strengths and
weaknesses of mixed methods designs. Claims regarding ‘triangulation’ are also
investigated and it is argued that a combination of methods produces parallel
data, which should be used to illuminate differences in focus or emphasis, rather
than being prized for their capacity to corroborate findings produced using vari-
ous methods of generating data. Again, the capacity of focus groups to facilitate
comparison and afford insights that would not be provided by other methods is
seen as their main contribution. The focus of the chapter then turns to planning
focus group sessions and the second half of this chapter considers the importance
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of research settings, provides hints on recruitment and discusses issues, includ-

ing ethical considerations, concerned with matching moderators and groups.

Deciding whether to use one-to-one
interviews or focus groups

There are no hard-and-fast rules that determine whether focus groups or one-to-

- one interviews are most appropriate and, once again, the answer lies in carefully

weighing up the pros and cons in relation to each new project. Some respondents,
if given the choice, will say that they feel more comfortable talking to a researcher
one-to-one and would be reluctant to attend a group session. For others, however,
there may be safety in numbers and coming to a focus group discussion may
allay concerns of some individuals that they may not have ‘anything of interest’
to contribute to the research. Focus groups may also be an attractive option for
those who are otherwise isolated, or who crave the opportunity to talk to other
people in the same situation as themselves — especially when there are no rele-
vant support groups available. Whilst it is obviously important not to capitalize
on people’s insecurities and unmet needs, we should be mindful that research
participants have all sorts of reasons for agreeing to take part, and it almost cer-
tainly does no harm if focus groups provide much-needed support, albeit as a by-
product (Jones and Neil-Urban, 2003).

T have discussed earlier the tendency for some focus group researchers to employ
this method in the mistaken belief that it provides a shortcut to survey data.
Similarly, focus groups are often used where it is thought that one-to-one interviews
would be too onerous or time-consuming. Such a view of focus groups, however,
does not take into account the additional time and effort required to convene groups
according to sampling requirements and the logistics of planning sessions. This
usage becomes apparent when we look at the ways in which focus group data are
sometimes presented as quotes from individuals. Whilst this may, in part, be a result
of the strict word limits employed by some journals, it frequently reveals an attempt
to press focus groups into service as ‘fall-back’ interviews.

Within the research tradition that seeks to provide a window onto the subjec-
tive experience of respondents, it is not uncommon to find researchers who have
used focus groups to elicit narratives, e.g. Cote-Arsenault and Morrison-Beedy
(1999) and Cox et al. (2003). However, I would argue that one-to-one interviews
are generally better suited to eliciting detailed contextualized histories. If the
focus of the research is on how peoplé construct and reconstruct their stories,
however, focus groups are likely to facilitate discussion and unpicking of the
rethinking involved. Whether the researcher chooses focus groups or one-to-one
interviews in this latter context will depend, to a considerable degree, on his or
her ‘take’ on the research process and the role of the researcher within this.

Research design

Although part of the researcher’s task is to ‘problematize’, or bring a critical
perspective to bear on accounts produced in one-to-one interviews (Atkinson,
1997), rather than simply taking these at face value, focus groups, almost
inevitably, encourage such questioning discourse. This is because, even allowing
for the observed tendency for focus groups to culminate in consensus (Sim, 1998),
it is highly unlikely that participants will agree from the outset on definitions and
responses. That focus groups gravitate towards producing consensus is irrelevant
if the researcher’s focus is on the process of arriving at this consensus, which is
where focus groups are most fruitful.

The best advice is to carefully consider what you are hoping to achieve through
using focus groups or one-to-one interviews — to visualize the likely style and
content of the exchange. This will help you to decide which is the most appro-
priate method. Here it is important not to be intimidated by other researchers’
choices. Simply because others have favoured one-to-one interviews does not
mean that focus groups are inappropriate; indeed, using a different method may
allow you to make an original contribution to the knowledge base of your disci-
pline, through highlighting previously unexplored aspects of the issue at hand
by, for example, unpicking the reasoning behind certain types of behaviour or
beliefs.

‘When conducting a study of patients’ views and experiences of obesity manage-
ment in one general practice, we opted to use one-to-one interviews in preference to
focus groups (Guthrie and Barbour, 2002). This choice was informed by our concerns
that participants, many of whom had taken part in commercial slimming programmes,
might go into “Weightwatchers’ mode’ when presented with the group situation. This
could, of course, have been very useful had we been particularly interested in exam-
ining the role of group processes in weight management. However, our focus on this
occasion was on the situational constraints experienced by individuals as they
attempted to integrate obesity management into the context of their daily routines and
we considered that interviews were the method most likely to elicit the type of indi-
vidualized accounts that we were seeking.

In weighing up whether to use one-to-one interviews or focus groups, it is
important to remember that focus groups elicit data that are also different in con-
tent from that generated by one-to-one interviews.

In summary, there are no universal guiding principles, save the exhortation to
weigh up the pros and cons of focus groups and one-to-one interviews for each
new project and context (see also Flick, 2007a, 2007b; Kvale, 2007). Crabtree et al.
summarize:

... the choice of research style for a particular project depends on the
overarching aim of the research, the specific analysis objective and ifs
associated research question, the preferred paradigm, the degree of
desired research control, the level of investigator intervention, the avail-
able resources, the time frame, and aesthetics. (1993, pp. 139-40)
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Mixed methods approaches

Some researchers have successfully combined one-to-one interviews and focus
group discussions. This was the approach taken in a study of professionals’ views
and experiences of the highly contentious issue of ‘living wills’ or ‘advance
directives’ (Thompson et al., 2003a, 2003b). Our rationale stemmed from an
acknowledgement of the practical barriers for some individuals in terms of
attending focus group sessions when they might be on night duty, for example.
- However, there were also certain individuals whose views about this topic were

- already known to the researchers and their professional peer group, since they
were enthusiastic proponents of arguments either for or against this approach.
Whilst including such people in the group discussions would undoubtedly have
stimulated debate, it was highly likely that the contribution of zealous individuals
would overshadow that of others and that some participants might feel inti-
midated with regard to expressing their own views, which were probably not so
clear-cut or well rehearsed.

Again, there are no hard-and-fast rules regarding when it is appropriate to mix
interviews and focus groups; it is simply a matter of weighing up the constraints
and possibilities of the specific research project. Pollack (2003), however, helpfully
suggests that ‘a mixture of focus group discussions and one-to-one interviews
is most appropriate in cross-cultural or cross-racial research and in correc-
tional institutions, where issues of power and disclosure are amplified’ (2003,
p. 472).

Despite generally being positioned on opposite sides of the positivist-
interpretivist/constructionist divide, several researchers have argued that focus
groups and surveys are useful complementary methods and should not be seen
as mutually exclusive approaches (e.g. Wolff et al., 1993). The recent emphasis
on patient-based evaluation of health care has led to a rapid growth in Quality of
Life (QoL) measures (Bowling, 1997), which attempt to assess the concerns that
are identified by patients as most important, rather than concentrating on those
issues judged by health care professionals to be important (Thomas and Miller,
1997). Examples of this use of focus groups include work on developing patient-
centred outcome measures with regard to postpartum health (Kline et al., 1998)
and on developing a Quality of Life measure for adolescents with epilepsy
(McEwan et al., 2003).

However, as might be expected, there is disagreement as to the acceptability of
combining quantitative and qualitative approaches in this way. Nicolson and
Anderson (2001) describe their use of qualitative methods to provide a sociolog-
ical understanding of the patient’s experience, ‘demonstrating the ways in which
individuals engage with and negotiate a meaning for their experiences of the
disease [in this case, multiple scleroses] within the context of their own biogra-
phies as well as sharing common experiences with others in similar situations’
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(Nicolson and Anderson, 2001, p. 268). They distinguish between this sociological
approach and studies that seek to use such findings towards an ‘end point in which
that material is narrowed down to become valid, reliable and measurable factors
or dimensions (a positivist, reductionist model)’ (Nicolson and Anderson, 2001,
p- 255), viewing these approaches as incompatible. Such arguments inevitably touch
on the boundary disputes that characterize the fraught arena of interdisciplinary col-
laboration. Whilst there are many who may share the view presented above, there is
also a strong case to be made for mixed methods approaches in health services
research (Barbour, 1999b). Moreover, the two approaches need not be mutually
exclusive: a focus on the ultimate goal of informing development of a QoL scale
need not compromise the depth or theoretical sophistication of the qualitative com-
ponent of the study. This is demonstrated by the work of McEwan et al. (2003). (This
study is discussed in more detail in Chapter 8 with regard to developing and refin-
ing coding frames during the analysis process.)

There are also examples of mixed methods approaches that use focus groups fol-
lowing the quantitative phase of research to illuminate results, that is, to transform
these into ‘findings’ by furnishing explanations, particularly with regard to surpris-
ing or anomalous associations identified in the first part of the study (see Box 4.1).

Box 4.1 An example of imaginative use of mixed methods

Wilmot and Ratcliffe (2002) report on their experience of using focus groups to
iluminate survey findings. Their study related fo principles of distributive justice
used by members of the public with regard to the dllocation of donor liver
grafts for fransplantation. In common with other studies in this area quantita-
five data had been collected by survey, which had used hypothetical choice
contexts in order to investigate informants’ preferences with respect to alloca-
fion of donor organs. However, Wilmot and Rafcliffe acknowledged the limita-
fions of such data, which do not ‘allow the investigafor fo identify the way
informants explain and justify their particular choices’ (2002, p. 201). Through
focus group discussion they sought to provide an in-depth understanding of
the arguments and explanations used in ‘determining and justifying allocation
decisions and the ethical and moral arguments expressed’ (2002, p. 201).
Drawing on a list of patient criteria (expected prognosis following the opera-
fion; age of the patient; patient’s responsibility for their iliness; length of time on
the waiting list; and whether the patient is being transplanted for the first time or
is being re-fransplanted) shown by quantitative research to be significant
factors in defermining public attitudes to donor allocation, these researchers
designed five hypothetical scenarios, which were used fo generate discussion in
focus groups. Following this the focus group members were provided with

(Confinued)




Doing focus groups

(Continued)

further information concerning the social background of the hypothetical indi-
viduals presented in order to explore the impact of additional circumstantial
information on their responses. The findings highlighted that the relafionship
between participants’ reasoning and the three main principles of equity, effi-
ciency/utility and desert was more complex than anticipated. Although they
were more receptive to some criteria than o others, they identified difficulties in
applying each of the criferia studied. The study provided insights info how mem-
bers of the public engaged thoughtfully and flexibly with the criteria.
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Triangulation

A reason frequently advanced ~ at least in grant proposals — for employing a
mixed methods design is the goal of ‘triangulation’ (see also Flick, 2007b).
However, this is fraught with difficulties, even when working exclusively within
either the quantitative or qualitative tradition (Barbour, 1998a, 2001). The idea
behind ‘triangulation’ is that data produced through applying different methods
can be compared in order to confirm or disconfirm each other’s results. The
problem, however, arises with regard to how to explain discrepancies or con-
tradiction. The notion of ‘triangulation’ — borrowed from navigation and sur-
veying — relies on the idea of a fixed point of reference, involving a hierarchy
of evidence, and assumes agreement between researchers as to which method is
accorded most status in terms of producing the most ‘authentic’ or trustworthy

findings.

Interestingly, within the qualitative paradigm, this status of ‘gold standard’
tends to have been accorded one-to-one interviews (Silverman, 1993), against
which the data produced by focus groups are generally compared. It is interest-
ing to note, in passing, that one-to-one interviews involve a somewhat rarefied
exchange (seldom encountered outside the research encounter and perhaps
more akin to a therapy session or the first stages of courtship), and if one were
to make a judgement as to which type of data is most likely to afford privileged
access to the ‘real-life’ social constructions of meaning, I would tend to put my
money on focus groups. Rather than becoming caught up in irresolvable debate
as to which dataset is most ‘authentic’, it is helpful to view focus groups and
one-to-one interviews — or, indeed, any other forms of qualitative or quantita-
tive data collection — as producing parallel datasets. Such an approach allows
the researcher to capitalize on the comparative potential of various datasets,

rather than being caught up in attempts to establish a hierarchy of evidence.
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Whilst the concern for quantitative researchers appealing to ‘triangulation’ is
to corroborate or confirm results produced using different methods, qualitative
research thrives analytically on differences and discrepancies. It is through focus-
ing on these that we can benefit most from comparing data from parallel datasets.
Rather than agonizing about contradictory findings as a problem, we should be
engaged in using these as a resource. As Morgan (1993) argues, ... if research
finds differences between the results from individual and group interviews, then
the methodological goal should be to understand the sources of these differences’
(1993, p. 232; my emphasis).

Focus groups provide insights into public discourses (Kitzinger, 1994) and the
views expressed in focus groups may, of course, be different from the ‘private’
views that would be expressed in one-to-one interviews (Smithson, 2000).
Michell (1999) compared ‘public’ and ‘private’ accounts of young people’s expe-
riences of their social worlds produced through interviews and focus groups and
interrogated differences, using the two datasets to afford alternative lenses
through which to look at the issue in hand. She utilized comparison of parallel
data to explore experiences of the hierarchical structure of peer groups in school
and in the neighbourhood. She highlights the ‘added value’ of using these two
complementary methods to provide insights into both the process and experiences
of bullying and victimization.

This is the approach favoured by Richardson (cited by Denzin and Lincoln,
1994), who argues for the use of the term ‘crystallization’ in preference to ‘trian-
gulation’. She prefers this imagery, she explains, because it emphasizes the value
of looking simultaneously at the same issue or concept from a variety of differ-
ent angles. Qualitative methods are especially adept at capturing the multiple
voices of different actors engaged in some aspect of social behaviour (e.g.
patients, carers and professionals). If we are intrigued rather than worried when
accounts from these various ‘players’ illuminate the very different situations in
which they find themselves and the different concerns they bring to bear in dis-
cussing topics, then why should we react any differently when complementary
methods produce additional insights?

As well as thinking about how to use complementary methods to advantage
in ensuring that important voices are not muted in our research endeavours,
giving careful thought to selecting our methods also gives us an opportunity to antic-
ipate analysis. If we see complementary methods as producing paralle] datasets with
potential for instructive comparison, then there is some merit in working backwards
from this point to consider which complementary methods might provide most
opportunity for such comparison. Although I have discussed here, at length, the
advantages of combining focus groups and one-to-one interviews (which are close
cousins and stem from similar epistemological approaches), we have seen that there
is a much wider range of possibilities, some of which include combining focus
groups with quantitative methods (see Flick, 2007b).
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Research settings

Focus group researchers also need to be flexible with regard to where they hold
focus groups in order to maximize participation. There is probably no such thing
as a setting that is universally acceptable to all of the people one might like to
involve in the research. It is important to bear in mind the partial view that can be
reflected by utilizing too narrow a range of locations.

Sometimes the choice of settings is limited, due either to the availability or cost
of suitable premises, and the researcher may have to compromise. It is important,

"~ however, to give some thought as to the likely impact of specific location on

participants and the focus of the data likely to be generated. Whilst clinical
researchers may scarcely notice the presence of trappings such as somewhat grue-
some posters, the impact on patients should not be underestimated. However,
there is much that the researcher can do to compensate for a less than ideal set-
ting, such as ensuring that specific questions and stimulus material are included
in the topic guide in order to steer discussion away from the associations sug-
gested by the chosen setting onto the topics most relevant to the research.
Ice-breakers, such as presenting cuttings from tabloid newspapers or excerpts
from television ‘soap operas’, can also be helpful, particularly in situations where
participants may, for example, be coming to a university department for the first
time. The use of such accessible materials can reassure them that discussions will
not be couched in ‘ivory tower’ concerns, and gives permission to draw on the
rich resources provided through their daily lives and interests.

In a paper published in the British Medical Journal, Jones et al. (2000)
reported that patient focus groups to discuss guided self-management plans for
asthma were held in a variety of convenient locations, including schools, surger-
ies, pubs and the local community hospital. This gave rise to some spirited dis-
cussion in the letters pages of the same journal, with Cleland and Moffat (2001)
arguing that holding focus groups in a pub is a dubious practice and likely to
influence the content of discussions. However, this suggests that there is such a
thing as a neutral or ideal location, which is illusbry (Kitzinger and Barbour,
1999). Of course, the location has an influence on the discussion, and it is impor-
tant to consider the connotations that a particular location may have for partici-
pants. Bloor et al. (2001, pp. 38-9) acknowledge that a pub would not be an
advisable location if one was seeking to recruit participants with alcohol prob-
lems. It would be unusual, though, for a study that utilized a creative range of set-
tings not to give participants some choice over this matter. To return to the issue
of the impact on the data generated, rather than the connotations associated with
specific locations being seen as necessarily problematic, awareness of these can
make a significant contribution to the analysis. Experienced researchers should
be able to use this constructively as a resource in analysis, and surely, discussing
issues that impact on one’s daily life in the context of the local pub is highly likely
to produce data relevant to those individuals who have, after all, opted to attend
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such a session. Holding focus groups in different locations can afford additional
possibilities for comparison — and, hence, illumination of the processes we are
seeking to understand.

Again, rather than being viewed as a limitation in focus group research, build-
ing a variety of settings into the research design can strengthen its comparative
potential, with the differences to which this strategy gives rise becoming a
resource in analysis, rather than a problem.

Matching moderator and group

The researcher’s persona does impact on the form and content of data elicited
using focus groups, as indeed it does with all other qualitative methods. It is to
this aspect of the research endeavour that commentators are appealing when they
refer to the concept of ‘reflexivity’, which involves acknowledging the ways in
which the researcher actively contributes to the data she or he is generating. There
is a danger, of course, in overemphasizing accounts that detail the researcher’s
responses and feelings throughout the research project, which can give rise to the
‘spiralling reflexivity’ discussed by Barbour and Huby (1998) and which does
more to assuage the researcher’s uncertainty or discomfort than it does in tetms of
contributing to theoretically informed analysis. However, used to provide another
window on the research encounter and the resulting data, ‘reflexivity’ in terms of
critically examining the nature and impact of research relations can be a valuable
tool in analysis. (Reflexivity and the analytical purchase it affords is
discussed more fully in Chapter 10.)

A particular problem for researchers who are identified as health care profes-
sionals is that respondents may seek advice from them, which can pose ethical
questions. This can usually be resolved by giving participants the opportunity to
address specific questions at the end of the session or, indeed, by handing out
information leaflets, which is good practice when researching any situation
where there may be gaps in people’s knowledge or support networks. However,
respondents’ expectations and reasons for taking part in the research can be com-
plex. Revisiting their experience of running focus groups about end-of-life care
with vulnerable elderly people, Seymour et al. (2002) acknowledge,‘using a
clinical background as an identity was valuable for setting our research in
context and for building rapport and trust with potential participants, but caused
some difficulties’ (2002, p. 520). They reported that some of the frail elderly par-
ticipants who were lonely tended to regard members of the research team as
potential caregivers.

Different moderators can generate data that are different in content and form.
For example, Edwards et al. (1998) comment that the use of a general practitioner
as moderator in a nurses’ focus group may well have given rise to ‘textbook-like’
responses, due to the power imbalance in primary care teams, and which may
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have led to nurses feeling intimidated by such questioning. Thus, it is important
to take into consideration the likely impact of a particular moderator and the
match between this individual’s characteristics — or perceived characteristics
(Kitzinger and Barbour, 1999) — and the group to which she or he is to be
deployed. We cannot always anticipate all of the roles that participants may
assign to researchers, but we can go some way towards minimizing potential
damage or benefiting from certain advantages.

Some researchers choose to work in pairs to capitalize on the characteristics

. of the various members of the research team, as did Burman et al. (2001), whose
‘research team spanned a wide age range. Since their research on violence

involved studying adolescent girls, the presence of a young female team member
who wore ‘trendy’ clothes was invaluable in establishing rapport and credibility
in the eyes of the girls, whereas the involvement of an older researcher probably
served to remind participants that this was a serious piece of funded research.
Other researchers, such as Gray et al. (1997), who carried out research with
schoolchildren on the topic of smoking, have reflected on the impact of gender of
the moderator on the content of the data generated. Considering the extent to
which a female moderator may have contributed towards a portrayal of ‘hyper-
masculine forms of identity’ by the men who took part in her research project,
Allen (2005, pp. 51-2) concludes that the impact of gender on the data generated
is far from straightforward, since other even more important factors come into
play, such as demonstrating sensitivity and a genuine interest on the part of the
researcher. This topic is revisited in Chapter 8, where detailed consideration is
given to the co-production of data in focus groups, with the moderator playing an
active role.

However, just as it can be counter-productive to select a group that is too
homogeneous, so, too, can it be unhelpful to choose a moderator who is an
‘insider’. Hurd and Mclntyre (1996) point out that there can be ‘seduction in
sameness’, whereby the researcher shares too many of the group’s taken-for-
granted assumptions and is therefore unable to expose these to critical scrutiny.
However, the use of a moderator who is, in some respects, an ‘outsider’ can help
to elicit explanations and can serve to contextualize the data being generated. The
group situation, too, can offset the effects of this mismatch between moderator
and group members’ characteristics. Reflecting, in the context of a European-
wide study of young people’s expectations of the future, on her own experience
of moderating, as a young white women, a-focus group comprising young British
-Asian women, Smithson (2000) concludes:

... one white woman and one Asian woman would be unlikely to pro-
duce as detfailed a picture of young British Asian women’s lives and
debates. Here the group is collectively ‘powerful’ in that they have
access to shared knowledge of which the moderator is ignorant. Rather
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than being constructed by the researcher as the other, these Asian
women use the focus group fo position themselves between two cul-
tures at ‘intersecting axes of identification’. (2000, pp. 111-12)

As with many other aspects of research design, there is no such thing as a per-
fect match between moderator and group. What is crucial, however, is that the
impact of the researcher on the data is taken into account in the analysis, that is,
that this is used reflexively to analytic advantage (see Box 4.2). The example in
Box 4.2, however, also serves to highlight the duty of care that grant-holders have
towards the researchers they employ. Interestingly, this same issue was flagged
up by Umafia-Taylor and Bdmaca (2004) in relation to carrying out cross-cultural
research. This is further discussed in Chapter 7, which is concerned with ethical
issues and engagement with focus group participants.

Box 4.2 Taking account of the impact of the moderator
on the daita

In the context of our study info the reasons for under-reporting of racist
incidents in the Sirathclyde areq, we tried, wherever possible, o match
moderator and group - not least because of requirements for fluency in the
language of group members. We also considered that this was likely to be
a sensitive topic and that group members were more likely to *open up” with
someone who was perceived as frustworthy, by virtue of shared cultural
background. This was not always possible and, in practice, we found we had
to compromise - particularly where the group members did speak fluent
English, but we had not been able to recruit a moderator from that particular
ethnic group. Thus, we ended up in the sitfuation where a young Scottish-Asian
woman was moderating an African-Caribbean group.

This led to insights regarding focus group participants’ perceptions of the
‘pecking order’ amongst ethnic minority groups in the Strathclyde area, with
Asians being seen as - and, indeed resenfed on account of - receiving
preferential treatment, by virtue of their long-standing involvement in the
area and sfrength in numbers. The moderator had been blissfully unaware
of these feelings and was quite shocked to learn of such views. However,
her presence as moderator led to data that would otherwise probably
only have been hinted at. Although the project feam were mindful of their
responsibility to discuss fully with the moderator her own response to this
distressing incident, on reflection this was something that we perhaps
should have anticipated and for which we perhaps should have sought to
prepare her.
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Recruitment

In common with the other components involved in carrying out focus group
research, recruiting focus group participants is not an exact science; instead, it
involves making a number of pragmatic and ethical decisions. Gatekeepers can
play a particularly important role with regard to recruiting participants for focus
group studies. MacDougall and Fudge (2001) describe the difficulties they
encountered in trying to recruit non-professional men of post-retirement age for

. a study of social health. A combination of announcements and interviews on local

radio stations, poster displays and pamphlet distribution failed to attract any par-
ticipants, and targeted advertisements and press coverage resulted in only three
men volunteering. However, an approach to local health service providers was
much more productive, since they agreed to promote the study to men with whom
they were in contact. Large industries in the area also proved a fruitful recruit-
ment source.

Umafia-Taylor and Bamaca (2004) make the interesting point that children
often acted as gatekeepers- for their Latina mothers, since their study design
involved recruiting women by means of repeated telephone calls. In Spanish-
speaking households children might screen out calls made in English, and the
researchers soon discovered that speaking Spanish was more likely to result in
help from this quarter. Madriz (1998), who also studied Latina women of lower
socioeconomic status, reports using her own personal networks and recruiting by
word of mouth, via friends of friends — a strategy likely to be inclusive of people
with limited literacy, in contrast with the more common methods of using adverts,
posters or letters.

Familiarity with cultural or subcultural behaviour patterns can also help with
regard to the practicalities involved in organizing focus groups. In the context of
our study into the health care needs of asylum seekers in Glasgow we had dis-
tributed flyers for a planned Somali group stating that the session would run from
2 to 3 p.m. This resulted in people turning up at any time during the allotted hour
time-span, reflecting cultural norms, as one of the pafticipants later explained to
the white Scottish researchers, who ruefully acknowledge that they had inadver-
tently assumed that their own ‘rules of engagement’ would apply. Similarly,
Strickland (1999) found that individuals from tribal Indian communities often
arrived for meetings over a period of 15 to 30 minutes and seldom at the desig-
nated time. However, they also observed that they came expecting to stay for 3 or
4 hours. The issue would appear not to be about availability and time constraints
but, rather, one of differing expectations and cultural norms concerning visiting.

Yelland and Gifford (1995) observe that the status of the recruiter may be
particularly important for some ethnic groups, and this suggests that the potential
for recruiting via respected members of the community may be a fruitful strategy.
However, this may not be the case for all ethnic groups or, indeed, for all
individuals or subgroups within an ethnic minority population. The converse
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probably applied in our study of cardiac rehabilitation, which involved medical
students as focus group moderators and possibly achieved a high level of partic-
ipation by virtue of the way in which these individuals were perceived as ‘legiti-
mate learners’, whom patients wanted to assist.

It is important to bear in mind that input from gatekeepers such as managers or
those involved with participants in a professional capacity can sometimes be
problematic. Umafia-Taylor and Bdmaca (2004) highlight the importance of
making use of local community organizations — including, somewhat unusually,
consulates — to make contact with members of the various Latino populations in
a US context. Although they do not elaborate as to their precise reasons, they also
caution against allowing members of organizations to recruit people for focus
groups. However, Jonsson et al. (2002) not only used gatekeepers for recruitment
but also included them as participants in focus groups that were exploring the
experiences and perceptions of food of Somalian women living in Sweden.

Barrett and Kirk (2000) stress the importance of over-recruiting for focus
groups with elderly participants, having found, as did Owen (2001) in relation to
women with serious and enduring mental illness, that such groups are especially
prone to ‘no shows’ on the day. Umaiia-Taylor and B4dmaca (2004) also highlight
this as a challenge with regard to recruiting Latina mothers and recommend over-
recruiting by at least 50 per cent for groups who may find it difficult to attend
focus groups due to the nature of their other family commitments.

Ethical issues in recruifment

The issue of payment to focus group participants is highly contentious.
Interestingly, many researchers — and ethics comimittees — appear to regard as
unproblematic the reimbursement of general practitioners in terms of providing
locum fees to secure their attendance. The less prestigious the group, however,
the greater is the likelihood that concerns will be expressed with regard to the
effect of financial incentives — peaking with regard to respondents who are
known to be illicit drug users. Sometimes ethics committees are willing to accept
payments of small amounts, provided that these are itemized as reimbursing
travel or respite care expenses. Many researchers have opted, instead, to give gift
tokens as an expression of their gratitude to focus group participants. This has the
added advantage of not impacting on the issue of taxable income, which could be
a powerful disincentive for low-paid workers. With respect to our study on the
health care needs of asylum seekers, we were heavily reliant on the goodwill of
those members of the asylum-seeking community whom we trained to carry out
focus groups, as those who were still awaiting a decision and had yet to secure
refugee status were barred from earning. Rather than introduce inequities, we
made a blanket decision not to offer payment to anyone who contributed to this
study, but sought, instead, to provide meals, training, which — hopefully — helped
individuals to develop transferable skills and build their confidence, and small
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items of stationery (a welcome perk as many of the people involved were students
in some capacity). The significance of providing traditional food is also
highlighted by researchers involved in carrying out work with minority ethnic
groups (Strickland, 1999; Jonsson et al., 2002; Umafia-Taylor and Bémaca,
2004). An important point to bear in mind is that when finances are involved,
many university accounts departments will require personal details of recipients
(for their own internal procedures). However, when dealing with groups where
some may be illegal immigrants or who are sensitive about their immigration,

. employment or tax status, vouchers may be a more acceptable option for every-

one involved, (Umafia-Taylor and Bamaca, 2004). Such ethical issues are further
explored in Chapter 7.

However, ethical issues do not arise only in relation to groups perceived as
‘vulnerable’ or ‘disadvantaged: we need to be mindful, for example, with regard
to the demands we make of people such as busy professionals and that time spent
taking part in our research means fime out from providing patient care. When
seeking to recruit professionals to take part in focus groups, it is also worth
exploring the possibility of holding group discussions under the auspices of
Continuing Professional Development (CPD). Particularly if held at that time of
the year when individuals are looking for suitable activities to add to their port-
folio, this can be an especially successful recruitment strategy, and is also a means
of reciprocating. Of course, to run focus groups in tandem with a CPD-certified
event involves considerably more work as there must also, not unreasonably,
be an educational component. The capacity of focus groups to encourage indi-
viduals to take a critical perspective with regard to their own practice, however,
does suggest that, in many contexts, they can mesh fairly easily with the goal of
CPD sessions.

e

Key points

Despite the somewhat opportunistic use fo which they are sometimes put,
focus groups, like all approaches, benefit from careful consideration of
research design. The advice on designing focus group studies provided in
this chapter can be summarized as follows:

o The decision as to whether to employ focus groups or one-fo-one infer-
views has to be weighed up in the context of each study. Whilst infer-
views excel at eliciting ‘private’ accounts, focus groups give the
researcher access to the interpretations and arguments that parfici-
pants are willing o present in group sttuations, whether these are peer
groups or researcher-convened groups of sfrangers.

e Focus groups can be usefully employed either as a stand-alone
method or as part of a mixed methods approach. In mixed methods
studies, focus groups have potential for developing more structured
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“tools’, such as questionnaires, but they can dlso be used fo advaniage
in iluminating quantitative results.

Whilst triangulation is a problematic concept, focus groups can pro-
vide paradllel data and, hence, facilitate interrogation of contrasting
datasets through comparison - particularly with regard o exploring
and seeking to explain discrepancies.

There is no such thing as a ‘neutral’ setting for a focus group. Instead, it
is important fo anticipate the effect of different possible locations on
the contfent of the dafa generated and fo plan accordingly. Using
more than one setting can provide comparative data.

Although it is not always possible ~ or even desirable - to match mod-
erator and group, careful consideration should be given to the impact
of the moderator on the data generated and this should be used as a
resource in the analysis. Some research feams make sfrategic use of
moderators” personal characteristics to generate data for compara-
five purposes.

It is imporfant to acquire background information about the group
being studied, either through preliminary fieldwork or by accessing the
knowledge held by local organizations.

Try fo be creatfive with regard to identifying potential recruitment
sources, but remain alert fo the emphasis and gaps in coverage that
may result from involving gatekeepers in recruitment of your sampile.
Both fop-down and bottom-up recruitment strategies can result in cer-
tain voices being unrepresented or muted.

Paying focus group members can help with recruitment - and hence,
in some contexts, can ensure wider participation. However, this option
is not always appropriate and it may be wise to explore alternative
means of recognizing people’s input, such as providing vouchers or
even through getting sessions accredited, by awarding CPD points.

Further reading

Issues of planning focus groups and of combining them with other methods are

- ‘outlined in more detail in the following books and articles:

Barbour, R.S. (1999b) ‘The case for combining qualitative and quantitative
approaches in health services research’, Journal of Health Services Research
and Policy, 4(1): 39-43.

Crabtree, B.F., Yanoshik, M.K., Miller, M.L. and O’Connor, P.J. (1993) ‘Selecting
individual or group interviews’, in D.L. Morgan (ed.), Successful Focus
Groups: Advancing the State of the Art. Newbury Park, CA: Sage, pp. 137-49.

(Continued)

55



56

Doing focus groups

(Continued)

Flick, U. (2007a) Designing Qualitative Research (Book 1 of The SAGE
Qualitative Research Kit). London: Sage.

Flick, U. (2007b) Managing Quality in Qualitative Research (Book 8of The SAGE
Qualitative Research Kit). London: Sage.

Green, J. and Hart, L. (1999) “The impact of context on data’, in R.S: Barbour and

J. Kitzinger (eds), Developing Focus Group Research: Politics, Theory and

Practice. London: Sage, pp. 21-35.
Michell, L. (1999) ‘Combining focus groups and interviews: telling it like it is;
telling how it feels’, in R.S. Barbour and J. Kitzinger (eds), Developing Focus

‘ « Group Research: Politics, Theory and Practice. London: Sage, pp. 36-46.
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Chapter objectives
Affer reading this chapter, you should

e understand the issues involved in sampling and group composition
in focus groups;
see the advantages and limits of using existing groups;
know about sampling techniques; and
be aware of ethical considerations linked to this.

This chapter focuses on the crucially important component of sampling strategies,
emphasizing that these provide the key to the comparisons that it will be possi-
ble to make. It also provides advice on group composition and using pre-existing
groups and considers ethical issues and the need to take these into account in
developing sampling strategies and convening groups. No text on focus groups
would be complete without giving due attention to sampling. Although much
qualitative work has traditionally relied on convenience samples, there is much
to be gained by taking a more strategic approach. Whilst a study involving one-
to-one interviews can, arguably, build a sample incrementally, considerable
effort is necessary in order to convene groups in the first place and it is just as
well, at the outset, to think carefully about the purposes of grouping particular
individuals together.
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Principles of qualitative sampling

Sampling is crucial, as it holds the key to the comparisons that you will be able
to make using your data (see also Flick, 2007a, chap. 3; 2007b, chap. 3). Both
Kuzel (1992) and Mays and Pope (1995) stress that the purpose of qualitative
sampling is to reflect the diversity within the group or population under study
rather than aspiring to recruit a representative sample. Thus, such sampling will
capitalize on any ‘outliers’ identified and seek to incorporate these individuals or

-subgroups rather than dismissing them, as would be done if sampling quantita-

tively. An example might be seeking to include parents of home-educated
children or travellers in a study that looked at parenting, using routes other than
schools for identifying a sample, or making an effort to encourage men with
primary childcare responsibilities to participate in the study. The issue here is
not the number of such individuals in the population at large, but rather the
insights that can be provided through including these exceptions, and their poten-
tial to throw into sharp focus some of the taken-for-granted assumptions or
processes that are otherwise unremarked upon. The implications of sampling
choices and their potential to facilitate theoretical analysis are further discussed
in Chapter 9.

Qualitative sampling is generally referred to as involving either ‘theoretical’
(Mays and Pope, 1995) or ‘purposive’ (Kuzel, 1992) sampling. Whatever term is
used, it refers to essentially the same process: theorizing — albeit at an early
stage — about the dimensions that are likely to be relevant in terms of giving rise
to differing perceptions or experiences. Such decisions already anticipate analysis;
‘purposive’ sampling relates to the anticipated use of the selected criteria in mak-
ing comparisons once the data have been generated. In other words, purposive
sampling allows for the data to be interrogated purposefully, that is, in order to
carry out systematic comparison (Barbour, 2001). It is here that preliminary
fieldwork can pay dividends in terms of sensitizing the researcher to the criteria
that are relevant and that should inform sampling decisions. Even where it is not
practicable to carry out an extensive ‘scoping’ exercise, researchers can benefit
from the knowledge of community groups, which can play an important role in
educating the researcher as to the diversity, nuances and sensitivities involved —
as is pointed out by Umafia-Taylor and Bdmaca (2004), who found that consulate
staff, as well as those employed in community organizations, were a valuable
source of information with respect to the differences between subgroups of
Latina women of Colombian, Guatemalan, Mexican and Puerto Rican national-
ity, with contrasting profiles and experiences in terms of reasons for migration,
length of residency, housing locality, incidence of poverty, educational levels and
income.

Giving thought to the comparative potential also increases the likelihood
of including groups who might otherwise be overlooked, perhaps because of
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their Jack of visibility or the problems they present in terms of recruitment.
Macnaghten and Myers (2004) point out:“Whatever the dangers for the research
of arigid scheme of categorization of identities, it is useful in planning the groups,
because it pushes researchers beyond the voices that are most familiar, most obvious,
most articulate, or easiest to recruit’ (2004, p. 71).

Group composition

Since the group will be the main unit of analysis in focus group research, it makes
sense to convene these to facilitate comparison, by ensuring that group members
share at least one important characteristic. Not only does this make good sense in
terms of research design; it can also encourage people to attend and may facili-
tate discussion on difficult topics, such as those where participants share some
stigma (Bloor et al., 2001).

Morgan (1988) provides the useful reminder that focus groups should be
homogeneous in terms of background and not attitudes. Although some com-
mentators on focus groups, such as Murphy et al. (1992), view differences of
opinion as potentially disruptive, these are what lend ‘bite’ to focus group dis-
cussions. Provided that we are not cavalier about mixing together people who are
known to have violently differing perspectives on emotive issues, a little bit of
argument can go a long way towards teasing out what lies beneath ‘opinions’ and
can allow both focus group facilitators and participants to clarify their own and
others’ perspectives. Perhaps, in some contexts, this can even facilitate greater
mutual understanding. In terms of generating discussion, a focus group consist-
ing of people in agreement about everything would make for very dull conversa-
tion and data lacking in richness. Fortunately, however, this is unlikely; even
where the researcher misguidedly attempts to bring together like-minded people,
they are unlikely to be as one-dimensional as, undoubtedly, are our approximate
and somewhat crude sampling categories.

Number and size of groups

As to the question of how many focus groups to hold, this is determined by the
comparisons that the researcher wishes to make. There is no magic number and
more is not necessarily better, although holding two focus groups with groups
with similar characteristics may place the researcher on firmer ground in relation
to making claims about the patterning of the data, since it would suggest that
the differences observed are not just a feature of a one-off group, but are likely
to be related to the different characteristics of participants reflected in selection.
Since each individual participant possesses a constellation of characteristics
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(age, gender, socioeconomic and educational background), it is likely that it
will be possible to engage in some inter-group comparisons, since for example, a
woman’s group may well comprise individuals with a range of ages. It is always
prudent, however, to leave some leeway for adding other groups, as further poten-
tial comparisons occur.

Another frequently asked question relates to the number of participants who
should be recruited to each focus group. Many of the earlier focus group texts
echoed the advice that tends to be given in marketing research that the ideal size

.of a group is 10-12 people. The number of people who can readily be accorded

an equal voice in proceedings will depend not only on the skill of the moderator
(as the marketing research texts suggest) but also on the level and complexity
of the desired discussion. In social science research we are generally more
interested in exploring in depth participants’ meanings and the ways in which
perspectives are socially constructed. In comparison to marketing research,
where many discussions are summarized - either verbally or in note form — the
focus of social scientists is usually a verbatim transcript, which is then sub-
jected to detailed and systematic analysis. Both in terms of moderating groups
(picking up on and exploring new leads as these emerge) and in terms of
analyzing transcripts, I would argue that a maximum of eight participants
is generally quite challenging enough. The requirements of the researcher to
identify individual voices and seek clarification and further exploration of
any differences in views that emerge make larger groups, if not impossible, then
exceedingly demanding to moderate and analyze. In terms of a minimum
number, it is perfectly possible to hold a focus group discussion with three or
four participants (Kitzinger and Barbour, 1999; Bloor et al., 2001), and for
some topics this may be preferable — for example, with terminally ill older peo-
ple (Seymour et al., 2002). Additionally, the size and layout of the room that is
available for a group session may also dictate the size of the group, as this may
also impact on the capacity to record the discussion — particularly if a video
recording is required. If wheelchair users are to be accommodated, space will
be a prime consideration (assuming that the issue of accessibility has been
addressed) and it may not prove possible to accommodate more than a couple
of such participants in any one group.

Sampling frames and the potential for
comparison

In some applications of focus group research, however, full use is not made of the
capacity to convene groups to afford comparison. This happens particularly
when random sampling strategies are employed, which reflects continuing —
and inappropriate — adherence to a quantitative approach. The comments of
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researchers (such as Lam et al., 2001, who opted for random sampling in their
medical education focused study in order to allay the concerns of one faculty
member who was particularly wedded to the quantitative research paradigm)
serve to remind us of the organizational and academic context in which we carry
out our research. Ethics committees and funding bodies also often play a big part
in developing the final research plan.

Imaginative use of focus groups can even afford comparison in an interna-
tional context. Strategic sampling allowed Green et al. (2005) to study public
understanding of food risks in people belonging to four different stages in the
life cycle in a variety of settings in Finland, Germany, Italy and the UK, involv-
ing a relatively small number of focus groups. A common misconception is that
purposive sampling necessarily inflates the number of participants required.
However, if you realize that each individual may potentially meet several of the
desired criteria in terms of diversity (everyone having a gender, age, social
class, etc.), then it becomes clear that multiple comparisons can be made on the
basis of fewer participants than a first consideration of the approach to sam-
pling might suggest.

The process of recruiting a sample to fit the desired sampling frame can, how-
ever, be time-consuming. The extent of work involved is illustrated by the expe-
rience of Lagerlund et al. (2001) in exploring Swedish women’s rationales for
attending or not attending mammography screening. They report that they sent
out 321 letters in order to recruit a total of 31 women to three focus groups.
McEwan et al. (2003) also utilized pre-existing databases — from two Scottish
epilepsy centres — to furnish a sampling pool for focus group discussions.
Although her research was theoretically informed in relation to exploring
Bourdieu’s notion of ‘habitus’, Callaghan (2005) maximized the potential for com-
parison by convening three focus groups to reflect three different socioeconomic
profiles, as identified by cluster analysis of census data. Thus, although the use to
which sampling is put remains essentially ‘qualitative’ in its focus on comparing
and confrasting to identify patterns and seeks to explain similarities and differ-
ence, the possibilities can be enhanced by paying attention to quantitative infor-
mation already available — even, on occasion, carrying out some further analysis
of these data in order to explore the opportunities this may provide for purposive
sampling.

Although it is useful to sit in a research office and draw up a sampling frame,
it is not always possible to fill all the boxes identified and it is also important to
leave the outline sufficiently open in order to capitalize on any further insights
that occur to the researchers as the study progresses, or further opportunities
present themselves. In practice, theoretical models, knowledge of the existing lit-
erature, knowledge of a specific locality, contacts and gatekeepers, and serendipity
all play a role. This is illustrated by the following example of a piece of work cur-
rently being written up (see Box 5.1).
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Box 5.1 Developing a sampling strategy

A colleague in the Law Department at the University of Glasgow (Kay Gooddalf)
had been funded fo carny out research into the policing of racist incidents and
crimes in the Strathclyde area. This geographical region has a relatively long his-
fory of immigration from the Indian subcontinent. An area with several universi-
fies, it dlso has a sizeable student population, representing a wide ethnic
mix. More recently the Glasgow area has seen an influx of asylum seekers and
there had, regrettably, been two high-profile murder cases prior fo this research
being carried out.

Although | became involved in this research project in relation to the focus
group component, the sfudy had a mixed methods research design, combining
focus group discussions with survey methods and one-to-one interviews. As the
research was seeking an explanation as fo the reasons for under-reporting of racist
attacks (a "Why not? question), focus groups suggested themselves as the idedl
method for unpicking this complex issue, by allowing us to explore definitions of
racism, responses of people involved and decision-making processes with regard
to dealing with both perpefrators and the police.

Initial research team discussions identified the importance of eliciting - and
comparing and conirasting - the perspectives and experiences of members of
various ethnic minority groups; men and women; people of differing ages; indi-
viduals belonging fo different social classes; those who had been bom in
Scotland and more recent immigranis. Thus we developed a nofional sampling
grid with a wide range of potential groups. We worked closely with a range of
local organizations in order fo establish, firstly, whether there were sufficient num-
bers in any given group to dllow us to convene the range of groups required.
Given the relatively small number of people in Glasgow belonging to the African-
Caribbean community, we were able fo convene only one group, which
involved people from a range of ages and social class positions. In addition fo
paying atfention to social class differences we also sought to explore the views of
people in specific occupations, including representatives of minority ethnic
organizations, small business owners and students. Another potentfidlly interesting
dimension related 1o the locdlity in which people lived, and we were able to hold
a Chinese focus group discussion with a number of individuals fiving in a small
town rather than the inner city. :

The minority ethnic groups run were as follows:

o Asylum seekers (English-spedking from a range of ethnic backgrounds)
» Representatives of Chinese organizations:
o Asian men (range of ages and social classes)
s Asian women (range of ages and social classes)
* Representatives of Asian organizations
e Asian young men (16 to early 20s)
(Continued)
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(Continued)

e Asian young women (16 to early 20s)

* African-Caribbean (range of ages and social classes)

* International students (various ethnic backgrounds)

o Chinese (mixed gender and locality, and belonging to lower socio-
economic groups)

e Chinese small business owners

o East European (mixed ages and social classes)

¢ Asian and African-Caribbean researchers.

We dlso convened eight focus groups with members of the indigenous white
community, These included groups of people living in affiuent, mixed and
deprived areas, male students, professional women, a church group and a
group of individuals actively involved in local politics. Focus group discussions

were also held with groups of serving police officers throughout the region.
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Of course, regardless of our grand designs, it does not always prove possible
to recruit all the people we would like to take part in our study and nor are we
always able to convene all the groups identified in our sampling grids - or ‘wish-
lists’. In the context of the above study, we reasoned that it might be illuminating
to carry out a focus group discussion with a mixed ethnic group consisting of
small business owners in order to tease out which issues were specific to partic-
ular groups or localities and which were common. Not surprisingly, this proved
impossible to set up, due to the long hours worked by people running such busi-
nesses and the necessity of holding such a group in a location that would have
involved travel for some of the participants. However, some difficulties can be
turned to advantage. In our asylum seekers study, although we were unable to
convene a specific group, the reasons that mitigated against the inclusion of some
individuals provided very valuable insights into the challenges and anxieties
besetting asylum seekers in Glasgow.

The role of serendipity

For those who, by now, may be daunted by the complexities involved in maxi-
mizing the potential for purposive sampling, a word of comfort might be derived
from the related observation that it is equally unlikely that you will get it all
wrong. An example is provided here by the experience of convening focus groups
within the context of research methods workshops (the source of the cumulative
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datasets; some excerpts from the resulting transcripts are presented later in
this book, in Chapters 8, 9 and 10). I have frequently pointed out to workshop
participants that the health care professionals, health services researchers and
PhD students attending these sessions are largely drawn from what could
flippantly be referred to as ‘the chattering classes’ — in which, I have been quick
to point out, I would also place myself. This, however, severely limits the com-
parative potential of the resulting cumulative dataset. If the focus groups were
being carried out as part of a funded rather than ‘virtual’ workshop project, I
would certainly wish to convene some focus groups with people of differing ages
and genders living in a deprived locality, for example.

Notwithstanding this important limitation, though, there is generally potential for
some instructive comparison: for example, between parents and non-parents and
between people of differing cultural or ethnic backgrounds, where differing expec-
tations of couples’ relationships and ideas about raising children may provide illu-
minating insights highly relevant to the topics of fathers’ attendance at deliveries and
the challenges of parenting (the two workshop “virtual’ topics). It has been possible
to convene a few men’s groups, in addition to a larger number of women’s groups
and mixed gender groups. Here, too, serendipity has played a part: one workshop
yielded, quite by chance, a group of parents who each had four or more children,
who were also serendipitously allocated to the same focus group. Another workshop
involved a number of participants who were grandparents, and who could, thus, add
valuable first-hand observations regarding how views had changed over time.

We like to think, as researchers, that we are in control of sampling and research
design, but matters are often taken out of our hands. This can sometimes work to our
ultimate advantage: Khan et al. (1991) report on their experience of seeking to elicit
discussion on sexual health with young Asian women. This proved extremely diffi-
cult as the young women appeared reluctant to open up and discuss this issue. The
chance attendance, as chaperone, of an older woman, who voluntarily joined in the
discussion, sharing her own experiences, was fortuitous in that this gave permission
to the younger women present to talk about these matters and encouraged their par-
ticipation, thus enabling the researchers to generate data on their chosen topic. In rela-
tion to the focus groups held for a project that was looking at decision-making about
medication, the occasional participant brought along a partner or friend. We wel-
comed this, reasoning that it might provide additional insights since it suggested that
discussion was perhaps more likely to resemble everyday talk.

Returning to the field and second-stage
sampling

The original formulation of grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) advocated
that researchers return to the field in order to test out emergent hypotheses.
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However, the current funding climate and tight project deadlines mean that this is, in
many instances, an unattainable ideal. In contrast to other qualitative methods, focus
groups afford unrivalled potential to engage in this sort of exercise, through ‘second-
stage sampling’ or convening of further ‘wildcard groups’ (Kitzinger and Barbour,
1999) to enhance analytical sophistication. In terms of those aspects of our research
over which we retain control, it is helpful to remain alert to further differences within
groups, not only with respect to the niceties of social interaction and the need to min-
imize distressing encounters, but also in order to develop the analysis. Although an
individual may have been recruited into a focus group study by virtue of some char-
acteristic (e.g. age or gender), there may be other aspects of his or her situation that
become apparent only during discussion, but which are illuminating and may pro-
vide ideas for further sampling.

An example of the dividends paid by this approach is the study of general
practitioners’ views and experiences of sickness certification (Hussey et al., 2004;
see Box 5.2). Provided that such ‘second-stage’ sampling does not involve the
researchers contacting an entirely new group of people and merely involves con-
figuring the groups differently to reflect a specific shared characteristic in prefer-
ence to others, it is generally possible to allow for such an eventuality — even in
ethics applications — by reserving the option of convening further groups, depending
upon the provisional findings produced during preliminary data analysis. After
all, this is not so different from sending a subsidiary questionnaire to a subsample
in a quantitative project. It may also be possible to convene further ‘wildcard
groups’ (Kitzinger and Barbour, 1999), which may involve recruiting through
additional routes — provided that this is allowed for in the original proposal. Most
commonly, this is likely to involve listing a wide range of potential recruitment
sites in the initial project outline and ethics application.

Box 5.2 An example of ‘second-stage’ sampling

The four general practitioner members of the research team drew on their own
knowledge of what might be factors likely fo affect the experiences of general
practitioners (GPs) and we decided that we would seek to convene groups of
GPs practising in urban, rural and remote localities, and in affluent and
deprived areas. Clearly the challenges of dealing with the potentially fraught
issue of providing sickness cerlification were likely to be somewhat different for
GPs living and working in a tighi-knit island community than for GPs working in
a relatively anonymous inner-city area, where the GP almost certainly would
not have his or her home. Incorporating a range of locdlities was aiso likely to
afford potential for comparison in ferms of the different types of employer
active in an area and the implications for issuing ‘sicknofes’ (i.e. whether

(Confinued)
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(Confinued)

most of these were destined fo amive in the same office where there was an
identified principal employer, such as a large factory). We agreed, at the oufset,
that we wanted fo include both men and women, GPs of varying length of expe-
rience, degrees of seniority, those working in large group practices, smaller prac-
fices and, if possible, some single-handed GPs.

Having sampled according fo these criteria and having run the first set of
seven focus groups, the GP moderators compared notes and we began the
process of preliminary analysis of our data. As well as looking at the patterning
(i.e. similarities and differences) between the seven groups, we dlso took note
of which members of each group were raising particular issues. This exercise
suggested that there might be specific issues for GP locums (who worked for
short periods of time in a number of different GP practices), GP registrars (who
were still undergoing training) and GP principals (who had management
responsibilities, a long-term commitment - often financial - to one GP practice,
and whose remit included providing continuity of care for patienis). We therefore
decided fo convene three additional focus groups - one with each of these three
groups - 1o further explore this hunch, or hypothesis.
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Pre-existing groups

Marketing research texts consistently advise recruiting groups of strangers, in
preference to naturally occurring groups. However, it is important to bear in mind
the context in which such advice is offered. Marketing research, as we saw in
Chapter 1, is primarily concerned with tapping into public preferences and is
charged with making broad recommendations as to whether or not to develop or
market a specific product or to pursue a particular advertising campaign. Whilst
it is unlikely that such publications will overtly state that this research seeks to
produce a cheaper and quicker equivalent to a large-scale survey, this goal is
implicit in the attempt to recruit a sample that is representative of the target pop-
ulation. Certainly, given this objective, it becomes apparent that pre-existing
groups would be problematic for marketing research, as they would be likely to
skew the findings in favour of subgroups within the population, rather than afford-
ing blanket coverage.

However, when engaging in health services or social science research, our
goals are somewhat different from those that inform marketing research. We are,
quite simply, asking very different — and usually more complex — questions, often
with the ultimate aim not only of ans_weﬁng straightforward questions but also of
contributing to long-established and constantly accumulating bodies of discipli-
nary knowledge. (Moreover, we carry .out our research within a context that
is characterized by collaboration — personal and. institutional rivalries notwith-
standing — as distinct from the more fiercely competitive world of business and
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marketing.) The goal of most health services and social sciences research involving
focus groups is likely to be that of developing a greater understanding of process
rather than that of predicting outcome in terms of the likely public response to a
new product or marketing campaign.

Rather than viewing pre-existing groups as a potential problem, however, some
commentators, such as Bloor et al. (2001), argue that there are some advantages
in utilizing what they refer to as ‘pre-acquainted’ groups. In contrast to the mar-
keting research concern to avoid friendship pairs or groups in recruiting children
to focus groups, Lewis (1992) has argued that friendship groupings are an impor-
tant criterion for convening groups of young people. Having pre-acquainted — or
even intimately acquainted — individuals within focus groups can lead to
enhanced understanding of group dynamics and how these shape the develop-
ment of views or responses. Crossley (2002) only found out after running a group
that two of the participants were sisters. She explains that, when analyzing the
data, this information helped her ‘to make sense of the frequently acrimonious
nature of their disputations’, which, in turn, illuminated the ‘real-life’ context in
which these two people weighed up the exhortations of health promotion and
made attributions about their own health status and decisions about their health-
related behaviour. Munday (2006) used her personal networks to recruit Women’s
Institute members to her focus group, the aim of which was to explore how col-
lective identity was produced and managed. Rather than viewing the presence of
her own grandmother as problematic, she considered that this gave her additional
and valuable insights into the phenomenon she was studying.

Using pre-existing groups, however, raises important ethical issues, particu-
larly with regard to ensuring confidentiality. Researchers need to be mindful that
these groups have a life that continues after they have elicited their data and
should seek to minimize possible negative ramifications. It is essential that the
researcher takes time to emphasize the importance of confidentiality prior to the
discussion and that space and time are allowed for any concerns about disclosures
to be raised at the end. Particularly in work with members of minority ethnic
communities, participants in focus groups may have complex interlocking rela-
tionships that can be affected by shared confidences.. Indeed, it is for these rea-
sons that Ruppenthal et al. (2005) advocate the use of multi-ethnic groups in such
instances (provided that they share a common language).

Disfinguishing between ‘public’ and ‘private’ accounts

As with all other pieces of advice regarding focus group research, the decision as
to whether to incorporate or avoid pre-existing groupings depends on the scope
of the research project in question. For instance, it is likely that the presence of
someone’s line manager will inhibit the frank exchange of ideas. However, this
may be germane if the purpose of the research project (as in the case above) is
to provide an understanding of the ‘real-life’ context in which people work or
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come together for other purposes. Munday (2006), who convened a focus group
discussion with members of one Women’s Institute in order to explore the con-
struction and expression of collective identity, reasoned that the inclusion of the
Branch President in the group, although likely to influence what was and was
not said, nevertheless reflected the tenor of discussions that this group were likely
to have in ‘real’ life. One of the many virtues of focus groups, however, is the
potential to convene additional groups as insights accumulate. In some cases it
might be worthwhile convening separate groups consisting entirely of junior staff
in order to access their uncensored views. » '

"One of the questions I am most frequently asked by workshop participants is
whether to convene mixed professional or single professional focus groups. As
usual, there is no ready answer, except to point out that groups consisting of gen-
eral practitioners will generate data different in content from that of groups with
nurses or those with hospital doctors, reflecting their varying concerns and the
complementary, but distinct, nature of their work roles. My advice, in this situation,
would be to convene both single and mixed professional groups and to compare
the data elicited in these two different contexts, and only then to make a decision
as to which type of data is most germane to the research question in hand. It may
be that the study benefits from the comparative focus provided by the two types
of group, or the researcher may decide that her or his interests lie firmly with
gaining insights into how multidisciplinary teams interact and make collective
decisions.

Where researchers decide to try to convene focus groups with pre-existing
groups it can be pragmatic to utilize pre-arranged meeting slots, such as team
meetings or conferences. However, there are some pitfalls associated with such
‘piggybacking’ (Kitzinger and Barbour, 1999). It is essential to pre-warn all
potential attendees that the focus of the sessions will be different from that of
usual meetings, and even once the group is convened, Krueger (1994) stresses the
need to remind participants that the group discussion is for the purposes of a
research study and to distinguish this from a decision-making forum or planning
committee.

Ethical issues in sampling

The practicalities of planning focus groups are inextricably bound up in ethical
considerations. At one level, failure to appreciate some of the ethical niceties
involved may simply compromise our ability to recruit some potential partici-
pants, as was the case for the study carried out by Groger et al. (1999). They
reflected: “We also lost potential participants by using (in recruitment materials)
“African American”, the politically correct term that offends some elders who
would prefer to be called “colored”, a term that has become politically incorrect
in academia’ (1999, p. 833). This serves the useful function of highlighting that

Sampling

our attempts to behave in an ‘ethical’ manner may backfire, particularly in con-
texts where the academic and popular ‘register’ are ‘out of synch’. In addition to
considering the comparative potential that sampling frames may afford the
researcher, we need to think very carefully about the unintended consequences of
bringing together individuals with different experiences, such as exposing newly
diagnosed people to those with advanced disease. Not only does the researcher
have to consider the impact on individuals of taking part in the research; she or
he also has to bear in mind the consequences for the functioning of the group,
where the decision has been made to utilize pre-existing fora.

Although this was an issue with which we wrestled in the course of a research
project on management of community nurses, the accompanying data collected
by means of written exercises served to reassure us of the considerable skills that
our focus group participants brought to the encounter. This clearly demonstrated
that individuals were selective with regard to which of their responses
they shared with the wider group. Sometimes, casting ourselves in the role of
the ‘all-powerful researcher’, we can forget that the people we speak to in the
course of our research are often adept at negotiating teamwork tensions and are
likely to have developed ways to deal with these on an everyday basis. However,
it is obviously important that we avoid imposing exercises that might breach
these accommodations and might have lasting effects on relationships long after
the researchers have departed the scene. In one of the focus groups, we, as
researchers mindful of this potential for damage to team relationships, cringed, as
one of the GPs pressed a district nurse to share her views in relation to a written
exercise on barriers to effective teamworking — in direct defiance of our
reassurance that individuals would not be asked to discuss these particular
responses in the course of the discussion. However, we need not have feared: the
nurse smoothly, and without hesitation, produced a suitably anodyne response
that varied markedly from her written comment, which, as we later were to dis-
cover, read ‘over-bearing GPs!” (Barbour, 1995).

However, such concerns relate not just to working with pre-existing groups:
researcher-convened groups also raise many important ethical challenges,
showing that practical and ethical issues are inextricably bound up in making and
implementing research design decisions. My own recent involvement as a con-
sultant on a project serves to emphasize the complex deliberations involved in
planning focus groups (see Box 5.3). Whilst this project was notable in that it
raised particularly taxing ethical issues, it demonstrates that what might appear,
at first glance, to be a straightforward decision may have much more complicated
ramifications. Ethical considerations need to be taken into account not just dur-
ing the planning phase of the research, but are crucial to carrying out good-
quality research and attention should be paid to these throughout the whole
process. Chapter 7 is devoted to examining in detail the ethical considerations
that should be attended to in the course of the research endeavour. Practical and
ethical issues are inextricably bound up and both impact on the final product in
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terms of project design, and the next chapter (Chapter 6) deals with the

practicalities involved in planning and running focus groups.
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Box 5.3 Planning focus group research fo study cancer patients’
experiences of services

I had been asked by a Health Authority fo provide research design advice and
fraining to enable nurses to generate gudlifative data following a survey of
patients’ views of cancer services in one geographical region. A short question-
naire had been circulated fo patients attending all the main cancer service
points and who had received a diagnosis of cancer within the past two years.
At the end of the questionnaire we had included a section that invited respon-
dents to volunteer to take part in focus group discussions and to provide confact
details. Although we were in the unusually fortunate position of having a large
sampling frame and plenty of potential focus group participants, the decision
proved considerably more difficult than might at first be imagined.

You might like to apply yourself fo this sampling exercise and consider the fol-
lowing questions:

o  Who would you include? People with all fypes of cancer? Might there be
any specific ethical issues?

o  Would you run cancer-site-specific groups or mixed groups - or a
combination, and, if so, what rationale would you provide for this decision?

e Who, if anyone, might you want fo exclude?

o Are there any pofentially awkward combinations in ferms of group
composition?

s«  Would you have mixed gender or single gender groups?

Hopefully, this will have given you some indication of the many considera-
tions you would need to make. We decided 1o run both cancer-specific and
mixed cancer groups. Some groups were fo consist of women only (obviously
the breast and cervical cancer groups) and, due to the potenfially embarrass-
ing nature of certain cancer sites, we opted o run separate groups for men
and women with bowel cancer, for example. We did think, however, that
there might be some advantages in running a limited number of groups thaf
brought together both men and women and some groups that included
people with different types of cancer, provided that these were sufficiently
similar in ferms of prognosis and absence of notficeable symptoms (which might
be distressing both for people with the condifion and for other participants).

(Continued)
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Lung cancer posed particularly difficult issues, not least of which was ensuring
that potential participants were still alive by the time we were ready fo set up
our groups. In this case, the ethical implications of bringing together people at
different stages of disease progression were thrown into particularly sharp
focus.

A further practical issue related to whether there would be enough individu-
dis fo form a viable group in any one location matching our selection criteria.
We spent a lot of fime plotting on a map of the area the location of individuals
with specific diagnoses who had expressed an inferest in participating in a
focus group, using different coloured pins for the various types of cancer. This
identified useful clusters and also led us to conclude, regreffully, that holding
cerfdin groups in specific locations was not a viable option.

There was, however, one significant problem that we simply had not antici-
pated. We had - rather naively, in retrospect - thought that our problems were
over in relation to informed consent, given that we had invited people to voi-
unteer for focus groups. However, when we scanned the completed question-
naires for information about individuals” diagnoses, we found that there were
quite a few who managed to detail their symptoms and trajectory through serv-
ices without once mentioning the word ‘cancer’ or ‘malignancy’. This
amounted to more than simple circumlocution and we became concermned
that some individuals really were ‘in denial’. Surprisingly, virtually all of the peo-
ple in this situation had volunteered fo take part in focus groups *with others with
a diagnosis similar to your own’, as we worded the questionnaire. What, we
wondered, might be the implications of confronting people who had not
‘owned up’ to having cancer with others who spoke quite openly about their
diagnosis and prognosis? On the other hand, was it ethical to exclude people
who had expressed a desire to participate in this stage of the research? Given
that our researchers were all cancer-specidlist nurses (but working with patients
outside their own geographical remit), we did, arguably, have people on hand
with the requisite skills to provide support and counselling. After debating this
issue at length, we decided that, therapeutically beneficial as it might have
been for the individuals involved, we did not wish our focus groups fo provide
the confirmation of their cancer diagnosis, as this was best done, if at all, with
the support of those health care professionals who were providing ongoing sup-
port and freatment to the people involved in the study.

Shortly affer these deliberations | received a letter from the Health Authority,
informing me that they had decided to “take the project on to completion
themselves’, and | cannot report on the outcome of the study. | strongly sus-
pect, however, that the qualitative component of the work was suspended
indefinitely.
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==—==Key poinis

Like any other method, focus groups can culminate in high-quality research
only when due attention is paid fo developing an appropriate and rigorous
research design. Sampling is the keystone of good qualitative research
design. The main points of this chapter can be summarized as follows:

e Sampling is of crucial importance as it holds the key to the comparative
potential of your dataset.

e The aim of “purposive’ or ‘theoretical’ sampling is to reflect diversity, not

. to achieve representativeness.

e There is no magic formula regarding the number of focus groups to
hold or the number of participants in each group. Rather, this depends
on the comparisons you wish o make, the research fopic, the type of
datfa you wish fo generate and how you plan to analyze this.

o  Whilstitis helpful fo draw up a sampling grid that reflects the characfteristics
of your ideal sampile, you should remain dlert fo additional opportunities
for comparison offord_ed by unanticipated differences between
participants.

o You should fry to be ‘theoretically sensitive’ throughout the research
process, in order to spot gaps in coverage or potential for exploring fur-
ther distinctions/differences.

o Second-sfage sampling can be exiremely valuable in following up
*hunches’ developed through paying aftention fo individual voices
within focus group discussions.

o Although pre-existing groups can afford access to discussions that
more closely approximate ‘real-life’ situations, these raise challenges in
terms of maintaining the research focus and the implications for group
members should be fully considered.

o Ethical issues are inexiricably bound up with research design choices
around sampling. The effect on pre-eiisﬁng groups of taking part in a
focus group discussion should be taken info account and questions and
exercises designed with this in mind. Concerns about the conseguences
for individuals of talking with others with particular characterisfics some-
times have fo take precedence over research design requirements.

Funherfreading

The following pubhcattons g1ve you some further advice about how to sample in
focus group research: :

Flick, U. (2007a) Designing Qualztatzve Research (Book 1 of The SAGE Qualitative
Research Kit). London: Saoe

Sampling

(Continued)

Hussey, S., Hoddinott, P., Dowell, J., Wilson, P. and Barbour, R.S. (2004) “The
sickness certification system in the UK: a qualitative study of the views of
general practitioners in Scotland’, British Medical Journal, 328: 88-92.

Kitzinger, J. and Barbour, R.S. (1999) ‘Introduction: The challenge and promise of
focus groups’, in R.S. Barbour and J. Kitzinger (eds), Developing Focus Group
Research: Politics, Theory and Practice. London: Sage, pp. 1-20.

Kuzel, AJ. (1992) ‘Sampling in qualitative inquiry’, in B.F. Crabtree and
WL Miller (eds), Doing Qualitative Research. Newbury Park, CA: Sage,
pp. 3144,

Mays, N. and Pope, C. (1995) ‘Rigour and qualitative research’, British Medical
Journal, 311: 109-12.
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Chapter objectives
Affer reading this chapter, you should

o be aware of the practical issues conceming planning of focus
groups;
know about the role of stimulus material:
understand the necessary skills of moderators; and
know more about how to document focus groups.

It would be a pity to scrupulously develop your research design and sampling
strategy only to be let down by failing to take account of the practicalities
involved. This chapter provides some advice on the decisions and skills involved
in setting up sessions, recording focus group discussions, note-taking and tran-
scribing. Moderators’ skills are considered and hints are provided with respect to
introducing the topic to participants, managing difficult situations, developing
and using topic guides and selecting appropriate stimulus materials. The impor-
tance of piloting is stressed. Finally, it will discuss the potential of focus group
sessions to generate materials for use in further ‘second-stage’ focus group dis-
cussions. Although some pitfalls are outlined, along with suggestions as to how
to avoid these, there are no rigid rules to follow, since, again, the focus of the
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study and the research question are, ultimately, what decide these matters (see
also Flick, 2007a).

Setting the scene

As discussed in Chapter 4, with regard to the research setting it is important to
check out the room, taking note of any materials (such as posters) that might
influence the content of the discussion or even cause offence to participants. It is
advisable to visit the venue in advance to ensure that it is accessible, especially
if it is anticipated that some individuals with disabilities or restricted mobility
may be attending. For our asylum seekers study we decided to make a créche
available, as many potential participants had full-time child-rearing responsibili-
ties. However, this necessitated inspection of premises in advance by private
créche providers, in order to ensure that buildings met specified safety require-
ments, which could cause delay in setting up groups.

It is worth considering providing refreshments, as a way of showing
gratitude to participants and encouraging a relaxed atmosphere. There are,
though, many potential pitfalls associated with providing foods, since focus
groups may consist of individuals from religious or cultural communities that
stipulate that certain foods should not be consumed or that foods must be
prepared in a specific manner. It would be highly insensitive to offer food
and drink to practising Muslims during Ramadan, for example. With multi-
ethnic groups the issue of refreshments can become a veritable minefield
for the researcher who lacks such awareness. If participants have particular dis-
abilities or conditions they may experience difficulty swallowing, rendering
consumption of food potentially hazardous or likely to result in embarrassment.
Certain foodstuffs that involve crunching etc. may be inadvisable, as they are
likely to compromise the quality of the recording. When considering this last
point, it is also important to find out whether there is likely to be noise from
adjoining rooms or from passers-by (which may also threaten privacy and
confidentiality).

If you intend to assign participants to smaller groups to work on parallel
exercises, it may be a good idea to book separate break-out rooms. In such
cases it may also be useful to enlist the help of an assistant moderator to ensure
that transitions are handled smoothly and that help is on hand should partici-
pants require clarification about the tasks set. Although the focus group litera-
ture advises over-recruiting due to the likelihood of ‘no shows’ on the day, it is
also possible that additional people will turn up. Hiring a second room is a
relatively easy and inexpensive option that allows for the runming of two
parallel focus groups, provided that you have had the foresight to secure a second
moderator.
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Recording and transcribing

Although it is important to use good-quality recording equipment that is fit for
the purpose of group discussions, there can be a tendency, in some quarters, for
attention to equipment specifications to take over and dominate discussion.
Equipment — however good — cannot compensate for bad research design or mod-
erating that is not sensitive to the nuances of the discussion. A good-quality
recorder, however, is essential. Technology continues to develop apace of
research methods. When I first began running focus group workshops the advice
was to invest in a mini-disk recorder and separate microphone, which had the
unwelcome complication of requiring downloading to cassette tape in order to
use a transcription machine with a foot pedal. This advice has been superseded
by the appearance of a new generation of digital recorders, which are eminently
portable and continually coming down in price. These allow the researcher to
download directly onto his/her computer for transcription, and can store large
quantities of data. However, they do vary with regard to how long their recharge-
able batteries last and it is advisable to check on this when you select a model. It
is possible to purchase very small but highly efficient microphones, which plug
into these machines. It is best, if possible, to position the recorder and micro-
phone on a table in the cenire of the group, but for some groups, such as elderly
disabled people (Barrett and Kirk, 2000) or children (Kennedy et al., 2001), wall-
mounted microphones may be preferable. It is worth turning up early to check out
the venue, so that you can set up the room to maximize recording quality.

In general, the less complicated the equipment, the less there is to go wrong.
Most modern recording equipment is compact and unobtrusive, but there may
occasionally be situations where participants are not agreeable to you recording
their discussion and you should be prepared to take notes instead. It is important
that you have familiarized yourself with the equipment prior to using it in a focus
group, so do ensure that you have plenty of opportunity to practise and become
confident. Check that batteries are charged and that you carry spares and that
microphones are switched on (where they have separate on/off switches). It is
also worth considering using a back-up recording machine, as accidents do
inevitably happen and a moderator secure in the knowledge that two machines are
recording discussions is a much more relaxed moderator, better able to concen-
trate on the task in hand.

There has been some debate as to whether video recording is superior to audio-
tapes in terms of producing the most accurate record of a focus group. Certainly
videos can capture all-important non-verbal communication and assist in identifi-
cation of individual speakers. Whilst video recording might appear the obviously
better option, this is not a foregone conclusion and there can be disadvantages, such
as the potential to increase participants’ discomfort or self-consciousness, difficulty
in anonymizing individuals, 1dgistica1 challenges with regard to the positioning of
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cameras, the capacity to capture all participants on film, and limitations on the
number of participants that can be accommodated. I suspect, too, that videoing
sessions may give the moderator licence to try less hard and may result in her
or him going into ‘automatic pilot’; having to keep several balls in the air at the
one time can keep a moderator on her or his toes. With regard to the quality of
the resulting transcript, Armstrong et al. (1997), who asked a group of experi-
enced focus group researchers to analyze transcripts produced from video-
recorded and audiotaped discussions, together with detailed notes, found little
difference in judgements of the quality and comprehensiveness of video- and
audio-recorded sessions, although the written records consisting of notes were
considered less helpful (see Rapley, 2007, for more details).

Nofte-taking

As with all qualitative research encounters, it is advisable to record your imme-
diate observations about the focus group discussion, noting any salient features
of group dynamics, and your own impressions of the topics that most engaged
participants. This should include making reference to any theoretical frameworks,
or other research studies that may be particularly relevant, as this will hélp you to
reconstruct your emergent explanations at a later date, when you may well have
forgotten why you were sensitized to certain issues or themes. Chapter 10 dis-
cusses how such detail can be utilized to advantage in furnishing explanations for
differences between transcripts generated in separate groups.

There has been some discussion in the focus group literature as to how best to
capture the insights of moderators with regard to features of groups, individual
participants and group dynamics. Whereas Carey (1995) advises focus group
moderators simply to describe these details and use this to inform their interpre-
tation of data, Morrison-Beedy et al. (2001) advocate that these observations are
systematically incorporated into transcripts in a manner similar to adding stage
directions, which allow for things such as tone, facial expressions and gestures to
be interspersed throughout the text. Proposing an approach similar to that sug-
gested by Traulsen et al. (2004), who encourage research teams to ‘interview’
focus group moderators, Stevens (1996) recommended routinely asking the same
set of 12 questions. Whilst this may well be useful, it is likely that this could result
in a somewhat rigid approach with limited potential to illuminate analysis, since it
would be well-nigh impossible to anticipate all potentially relevant details. (This
topic is revisited in relation to developing sophisticated analyses, which is the sub-
ject of Chapter 10.)

Although the group is likely to be the main unit for analysis, it is also impor-
tant that the researcher is able to distinguish individual voices, particularly if she
or he is to capitalize on unanticipated opportunities for comparison through con-
vening additional groups, or simply utilizing intra-group comparisons in analysis.
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Kevern and Webb (2001) advocate taking notes on the order in which participants
speak and recommend that the note-taker also record a few of the key words from
each utterance. However, audiotypists with whom I have worked have stressed the
utility of notes that record simply the first few words spoken in each utterance.
This, they have explained, is more useful since it enables them to identify each
successive speaker without having to rewind the tape, and hence cuts down
significantly on transcription time.

Although sitting in on someone else’s focus groups can be a valuable learning
experience for the novice researcher, my own experience of asking people to take
notes on the sequence of talk suggests that this may best be done by someone who
is not an academic researcher, as the temptation of getting side-tracked by the
often fascinating content can mitigate against accurate and consistent note-taking.
However, there are several steps that the moderator can take, such as asking par-
ticipants to introduce each other (observing common courtesies) and using peo-
ple’s names during discussion, which make this task easier. The chat show
‘hostess’ Edna Everage (as personified by the comedian Barry Humphries) offers
an excruciating object lessonin — perhaps even a parody of — the skills involved.
In this show the ‘hostess’ assigns name badges to guests, generally taking the
liberty of conferring over-familiar variants of their first names, and also over-uses
names when addressing people whilst ‘moderating’ discussion. Think about the
advantages afforded by a similar, but slightly toned-down, approach, allowing for
attention to detail.

An assistant moderator can also be a valuable resource for dealing with any
housekeeping issues that arise, such as an upset participant who needs to be
reassured. It is also useful to work in pairs (perhaps as part of a reciprocal
arrangement where only one researcher is assigned to a project), which facilitates
note-taking on sequences of talk or content of discussion and also allows (pro-
vided you have booked more than one room) for parallel groups to be run, in
the event of more people turning up than you expect. In terms of timetabling
your focus groups, it is advisable to leave sufficient time between sessions to
allow you to check that the discussion has successfully recorded. Provided you
have left sufficient time and do this as soon as possible after the focus group
has taken place, it is surprising how much you can recall of the discussion, par-
ticularly with the aid of your netes.

Decisions about transcription

One of the best pieces of advice for the novice focus group researcher is to do
some of the transcribing yourself. This makes you a much more attentive moder-
ator in the future, as it will bring you face to face with the frustration of noticing
where you have neglected to pick up -on interesting leads or where you have
failed to seek clarification or to invite participants to finish sentences that were
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interrupted. It also has the added bonus of making you much more appreciative
of the skills of audiotypists hired to produce focus group transcripts — often
with little guidance from researchers about their requirements regarding layout.
Some information as to the use to which you want to put transcripts can also be
very helpful for the typist charged with this responsibility. Carrying out some of
your own transcribing also pays dividends in terms of familiarizing you with
the data.

Many researchers assume that they must have verbatim transcripts. However,
this does not, in itself, automatically confer rigour any more than relying on notes
or listening repeatedly to tapes infers that the procedure is necessarily lacking in
terms of being systematic and thorough. This is a property of the research process
and is not closely related to the presence or absence of verbatim transcripts.
However, verbatim transcripts do open up the possibility of returning to your data
at a later date, perhaps to reanalyze it in the light of new insights you have gained
from subsequent studies or through further reading.

So enshrined are transcripts in the process of qualitative research that we rarely
question their value or the ways in which they are produced. However, transcrip-
tion requires a range of specialist skills and involves the transformation of fleet-
ing and lively discussion into a text (Poland and Pederson, 1998, p. 302). It is
therefore important to bear in mind what may be left out of a transcript, as
Macnaghten and Myers (2004) also note. Jenny Kitzinger recommends reading
transcripts whilst listening to the original recording, and noting (with the aid of
your field notes) any significant gestures, emphases and expressions (Kitzinger
and Barbour, 1999).

Conversation analysis requires that transcripts be produced according to a set
of conventions, utilizing a range of symbols to indicate specific features of talk.
Such attention to detail is crucial, as, according to conversation analysts, ‘no facet
of speech, whether it is a pause, a repair, a change in pitch or volume, the selec-
tion of particular words, the point at which one speaker overlaps another, or even
a sniff, should be assumed to be irrelevant to interaction’ (Puchta and Potter,
2004, p. 3). As Puchta and Potter (2004) concede, this framework can be difficult
to work with at first — both for the researcher and for the typist, since it is clut-
tered with symbols indicating features of speech delivery and intonation. (See
Silverman, 1993, or the appendix provided by Puchta and Potter, 2004, for a glos-
sary of the symbols required for ‘Jeffersonian transcription’, as this approach is
called, and also Rapley, 2007.) For those who are interested in pursuing conver-
sation analysis, Puchta and Potter (2004) also recommend consulting Hutchby
and Wooffitt (1998) and ten Have (1999).

Even if a rigorous conversation analysis approach is not followed, the general
focus group analyst can learn much from this attention to detail, and may incor-
porate helpful notes on tone, interruptions and body language to aid analysis.
(This is discussed further in Chapter 9.)
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Getting started

It is helpful to consider aspects of the moderator’s presentation and to ensure that
anything likely to emphasize differences in status is minimized. Gray et al.
(1997), who carried out focus groups with young people in the school setting,
explain their approach, which involved dressing casually and using colloguial
language. It is essential, at the outset, to explain the purpose of the group and to
give reassurances regarding anonymity, including securing agreement from group

.members that they will respect confidentiality. It is also essential to allow some

time for introductions. Not only does this follow normal rules of courtesy in
social encounters; it also aids with voice recognition and, hence, with attributing
comments to specific group members during transcription.

Although many projects will benefit from sharing research aims with partici-
pants, there are situations where it would be unhelpful to explain this in detail to
those taking part in focus groups. An example is provided by the work of Gray
et al. (1997), which was concerned with establishing the impact of images of
smoking in magazines on young people’s perceptions of the individuals and
lifestyles portrayed. Here the researchers took care not to reveal that the focus of
the research was on smoking. This is more similar to traditional notions of con-
tamination and relates only to certain research situations, such as the one
described here, where the intention is to probe automatic responses.

Moderators’ skills

Although many of the marketing research texts present the focus group moderator as
someone imbued with inordinate skills, it is useful to bear in mind the principal skill
that is a feature of this industry, namely that of marketing. Marketing researchers are
engaged in selling a product (the focus group and moderator) to a client, so it would
be surprising if there were not a sales pitch and some degree of ‘hype’ involved.

Other commentators (e.g. Puchta and Potter, 2004), however, have emphasized
the transferability of skills already possessed by many individuals, particularly
those who have experience of group work, chairing meetings, or even those who
are easy communicators in social situations. Although some individuals undoubt-
edly are predisposed towards this type of interaction, there are, nevertheless,
some helpful hints that can be passed on to prospective moderators, which
depend on anticipating common problems and having strategies on which to draw
in dealing with these. Again preparation emerges as the most valuable too] at the
researcher’s disposal. One of the most important points to remember is that the
good moderator should also keep a weather eye open for distinctions, qualifica-
tions and tensions that have analytic promise. The next sections provide some
guidance on how to manage difficult situations and how to select or develop
effective topic guides and stimulus materials.
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Managing difficult situations

Somewhat surprisingly, Murphy et al. (1992) include in their list of potentially
problematic situations those where participants are disagreeing or arguing.
Unless this was a particularly acrimonious dispute, my response would be that
this is providing valuable data. Frey and Fontana (1993) asserted that focus
groups allow the researcher to subtly set people off against each other and explore
participants’ differing opinions. Again, rather than viewing disagreement as a
problem, the trick is to turn this to advantage and use it as a resource in the analy-
sis. Rather than seeking to move the discussion along, my advice would be to
probe and invite participants to theorize as to why they hold such different views.
This will often occur naturally, as focus group participants generally do not want
the session to degenerate into a ‘slanging match’ and are likely themselves to
attempt some resolution of conflicting perspectives.

As researchers, we must continually examine our own assumptions about the
degree of power we wield. Although the moderator plays an important role, her
or his voice is only one amongst several and other participants also possess
sophisticated group-working skills. It is often another focus group participant
who helps extricate a facilitator from a tight corner, either by moving the con-
versation on, redirecting group members to the task or question in hand, or even
telling another participant off. Green and Hart (1999) recount how children in one
school-based focus group admonished their peers for playing with Plasticine once
the discussion had been initiated by the facilitator (1999, p. 27).

Bloor et al. (2001, pp. 48-9) usefully remind us that the task of the moderator
is to facilitate the group, not to control it. Disagreement can be an invaluable ana-
lytic resource, provided that the facilitator picks up on and explores the reasons
behind differences of opinion or emphasis. Indeed, this approach mirrors some
models of intervention with regard to conflict resolution, which involve getting
individuals on opposing sides to understand the other’s point of view.

Although it has sometimes been assumed that one-to-one interviews are more
appropriate than are focus groups for exploring sensitive topics, group discus-
sions also have their advantages, not least being that they do not force all par-
ticipants to answer all questions and allow them to decide what they want to
share and what they wish to keep private. Given the encouragement provided by
group members who do make personal revelations, however, it is possible that
some participants end up revealing more than they had intended, in the face of
such exchanges (Kitzinger and Farquhar, 1999). Certainly it is crucial that we
secure agreement regarding confidentiality at the start of focus group discus-
sioms. It is also important to bear in mind the potential for participants to be
coerced into making revelations that they regret in retrospect. However, we can
sometimes, as researchers, be a little too ‘precious’ about this and perhaps, pro-
vided we have put in place all the necessary safeguards, we should have more
confidence with regard to letting our focus group participants ‘make their own
judgement calls’. A
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Most focus group manuals provide advice on how to deal with problematic
group members, whether this is the dominant person or the individual who is
reluctant to contribute to the discussion. Rather than casting the individual as prob-
lematic, the best advice is probably to reflect on group processes and to take these
into account in your response. For example, it is likely that the persons who have
been silent so far is acutely aware of their failure to engage. The longer they don’t
say anything, the more they are likely to feel that their first utterance is required to
be especially pertinent and insightful. An invitation from the facilitator — even if
this merely provides an opportunity to echo comments already made — can be a
source of relief for the uncomfortable quiet group member. It is relatively rare for
a participant to be simultaneously inexpressive, both verbally and non-verbally.
The facilitator can provide an opening by, for example, picking up on non-verbal
behaviour, such as smiling, nodding or looking surprised.

In a similar vein, Murphy et al. (1992) advise researchers to deal with the par-
ticipant with grievances by listening to these and to redirect the discussion away
from those grievances that are irrelevant to the research. Whilst this is good
advice, it is important to acknowledge the propensity of focus groups to elicit *hor-
ror stories’. This becomes apparent when we consider parallel social encounters.
For instance, who is going to make the bland statement that they have had a good
experience at their dentist’s, when others are hogging the limelight with lurid
tales of teeth extracted before the anaesthetic had kicked in? Certainly, grievances
are not always germane to the research topic in hand, but such stories will out and
it is probably best to go along with this rather than trying to fight it. Moreover,
horror stories do tend to reveal a lot about expectations, just as exceptions throw
into sharp focus the underlying regularly occurring patterns

Developing and using topic guides

Putting together a topic guide for a focus group discussion requires something
akin to an act of faith. New focus group researchers are invariably disconcerted
by the apparent brevity of topic guides and need to be convinced that a few brief
questions and well-chosen stimulus material will be sufficient to provoke and
sustain discussion. However, the brevity of focus group topic guides belies the
amount of work involved in their development. The key to this is to anticipate the
discussion, imagining the possible responses to your conversational gambits, and,
preferably, to pilot topic guides or specific questions before using them in the
main research project. If your research is concerned with a topical issue, you
might think about trying this out during your own social gatherings, such as
dinner parties or with a circle of friends and acquaintances ‘down the pub’. Your
questions are too focused on individuals, or too detailed, if such social contacts
feel you are putting them on the spot. If there has been a lot of media coverage,
for example with regard to a news item on cloning of humans, you may not even
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need to broach the subject, let alone utilize a topic guide, although the sponta-
neously occurring discussion may well give you some very useful pointers when
it comes to putting together a topic guide for your project. Like the novelist, the
qualitative researcher is always poised to capitalize on his or her own social
encounters: it is all “grist to the mill’.

Ordering of questions and exercises

As with all research tools it is important to consider the ordering of questions.
Before discussing this, however, do consider whether you can collect any routine
information by means of a pro-forma. This makes more efficient use of both the
moderator’s and the transcriber’s time. In line with standard advice provided in most
focus group manuals (Basch, 1987; Murphy et al., 1992), the use of unthreatening
general questions is recommended in order to ease one’s way into the topic of
choice. Murphy et al. (1992) highlight the usefulness in the early stages of focus
groups of items that allow each respondent to share a view or experience. In phras-
ing questions, it can also be useful to appeal to the willingness of other groups to
discuss sensitive topics, using an opener such as that suggested by Murphy et al.,
‘In last night’s group, some participants felt that ... * (Murphy et al., 1992, p. 39).

Murphy et al. (1992) also advocate the use of strategically placed items to add
humour, and case vignettes to explore views or experiences, where many vari-
ables are involved. Although questions should be open-ended, prompts are impor-
tant and are really used as an aide-mémoire for the researcher to raise any issues
that are not spontaneously mentioned. The use of prompts, however, is harder
than it might at first appear and is a skill that is developed over time. One of the
hardest things for the novice researcher — or focus group moderator — is tolerat-
ing silence, and there can be a temptation to rush into using prompts (thereby
foreclosing discussion) while participants are, in fact, still thinking about your
question and formulating their response (Barbour et al. 2000). One of the func-
tions of prompts is to obtain clarification, by asking participants to expand on or
explain their comments, or usage of a particular term.

Advice such as that of starting with non-threatening questions and progressing to
the more sensitive ones is helpful, but groups vary in the speed with which they are
comfortable to progress and some participants may be less inhibited than
others. Focus group manuals sometimes overemphasize the degree of control that a
moderator has over the sequence and content of questioning, as other group mem-
bers may put questions to others out of the intended sequence and may even ask
questions that are more sensitive than those that the researcher had decided to use.

It also takes time and practice to become comfortable with using a semi-
structured topic guide. Even in one-to-one interviews the researcher must be prepared
to change the sequence of questions in response to the issues raised by the inter-
viewee and needs to remain alert so that she or he can pick up on any potentially
interesting comments. Focus group moderators are also required to ‘think on their
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feet’ and to remember that the topic guide is just a flexible guide rather than a
tightly structured protocol (Murphy et al., 1992, p. 38).

A helpful explanation is provided by Gray et al. (1997) of the rationale behind
the content and ordering of questions and exercises in their study of young
people’s response to images of smoking in youth magazines. They divide these up
in order to explain both practical and theoretical reasoning behind the tasks.
Amongst the practical reasons were the need to get participants to relax, making
the tasks enjoyable, and providing variety, whilst theoretical concerns related to
identifying the salience of the cigarette in the pictures presented and establishing
how soon participants noticed its presence.

Types of stimulus material

Cartoons can be especially effective as focus group stimulus material, since they
often tap into and express succinctly in an amusing way, difficult and keenly felt
dilemmas, but take the sting out of thinking about these. They thus, simultane-
ously, break the ice and give permission to raise difficult issues. Umafia-Taylor
and Bdmaca (2004) have also highlighted the potential of humour for eliciting
responses in focus groups.

‘Where the main purpose of using stimulus material is to break the ice, it obvi-
ously makes sense to introduce the material early in the discussion, as was done
with a set of focus groups that sought to elicit people’s views of primary care
services in one deprived locality. Mindful of the potential for a university-based
research project to be viewed as elitist or overly intellectual, we opted to use a
still from a television soap, Peak Practice, which depicted the unfolding events
in a fictional primary care group practice. Importantly, all the participants were
familiar with this TV programme and were able fo contextualize their own GP
(general practitioner, or family physician) practice using this as a reference
point. The facilitator showed the photograph and asked, ‘This is one general
practice that you’re probably all familiar with. How does your own GP practice
compare with this?’ This example illustrates the threefold value of stimulus
materials:

e Their usefulness in breaking the ice and injecting humour.
e Their capacity to stimulate discussion.
o The potential they afford for comparison across groups.

Stimulus materials, however, need not be frivolous. Crossley (2002) used
health promotion leaflets to explore resistance to professional advice, which had
been hinted at by participants in a focus group. Newspaper clippings provide
ready access to topical issues and their use in focus groups mirrors naturally
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occurring discussion of such items in the course of everyday conversations.
Rather than broaching directly with professionals their fears of criticism and
litigation, we chose, for our focus groups exploring the challenges of work
involving both mental health problems and child protection issues, to use a
very recent newspaper clipping. This reported an incident whereby a woman,
without a definitive psychiatric diagnosis, had had her baby returned to her
care, only to throw the baby from a bridge a few days later. The article went
on to question the lack of a diagnosis, quoting a psychiatrist who supplied a
diagnosis of personality disorder after the event, and then speculated as to who
was to blame for this tragic outcome. Not surprisingly, this generated impas-
sioned debate, with professionals avowing that this was their ‘worst night-
mare’ and questioning how it is possible to be wise before rather than after the
event.

For the study that sought to explain the apparent under-reporting of racist inci-
dents, we used material from the Scottish Executive’s national advertising cam-
paign, ‘One Scotland, Many Cultures’, to stimulate discussion regarding how to
define racism and what constituted an appropriate response to different situations.
This was also topical, as the adverts were being shown on television throughout
the period of the study.

Developing stimulus materials to facilitate analylic tasks

As has already been highlighted, the data generated in a group discussion will
reflect the dynamics of the group, rather than providing an accurate record of
individual participants’ views. However, in some research projects it is
extremely useful to gain insights into the differences between private and pub-
lic perspectives. Such insights can arise spontaneously or the researcher can
build in such comparative potential by combining focus groups and one-to-one
interviews (as did Michell, 1999). An alternative avenue for exploring this
issue involves the judicious use of complementary written exercises within the
one focus group session, which can also provide access to individuals® views
and concerns. Furthermore, such an approach has added value in that it affords
a ready comparison between private comments and shared discourse on a
specific occasion.

In our research project on management of community nurses in primary care,
we were especially interested in how team members perceived each other’s roles
and contributions and their views on bow to facilitate effective team working.
Borrowing an approach that had impressed me at a staff development session 1
had attended at Glasgow University, I designed a booklet for completion through-
out the session, with written comments preceding group discussion on specific
questions. The first three items in the booklet were each followed by further
discussion, as detailed (see Box 6.1).
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Box 6.1 Wiritlen exercises

Question One:

Given that primary care teams can vary in their composition, what range of
staff do you think should be included in a feam serving an area similar to your
own?

(This was followed by a flip chart exercise where feams produced a ‘wish list’
of professional representation and access fo services.)

Questfion Two:

Can'you think of a list of factors which contribute o a good working relation-
ship? (We are aware that, in answering this question, you may need fo think dlso
about the factors which impede the development of a good working relation-
ship. Please use the space provided fo note these down. We will not, however,
ask you to talk about the negative aspects in the group discussion.)

Factors which confribute:
(Factors which impede:)

Question Three:

This exercise is purely a written one and will not be explored in the group
discussion. It is intended to act as an ‘aide-mémoire’ for you to use in relation
fo exercise 4.

Can you describe the contribution which each category of staff makes fo the
primary care feam? What is each especially good at?

District Nurse: Practice/Treatment Room Nurse:
Auxiliary/SEN: GP:

Health Visitor: Social Worker:

Other (Please specify):
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Exercise 4 consisted of three separate hypothetical patient scenarios. For each
of these, focus group participants were asked which members of their team would
be involved in providing care and what actions they considered would be appro-
priate. These scenarios were. designed, with help from specialist practitioners, in
order to reflect grey areas of practice, where tasks could, in principle, be per-
formed by more than one category of staff, and included diverse situations, such
as a terminally ill AIDS patient, an isolated, recently bereaved man with a leg
ulcer and housing problems, and a new mother with potential postnatal depres-
sion. The content will, of courée, depend on the research interests of the
specific project. In this case, we were focusing on how work was allocated in
teams and how they perceived each other’s roles and responsiblities, so it was
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necessary to have examples that were not ‘clear-cut’ and were likely to give rise
to some debate. Vignettes are a well-established tool in survey research (Finch,
1984) but can work particularly well in a focus group setting, which has the added
advantage of eliciting comments about the specific aspects of similar but differ-
ing scenarios that would give greater cause for concern or merit another response.

Gray et al. (1997) took the novel approach of using digitally altered images to
allow them to gauge the impact of pictures both with and without a cigarette
present. This also involved separating focus group participants into separate small
groups to carry out the related exercises, so required some planning beforehand
to ensure that discussions could be kept separate. More commonly, however, such
‘contamination’ is not a great concern with regard to the sort of exercises likely
to be used in focus group studies.

Selection or development of stimulus materials is not an exact science. Nor need
selection of materials require an inordinate level of skill. However, piloting — and,
on occasion, specialist advice, as in the case above — is essential in order to be
confident that the material is likely to give rise to discussion around topics rele-
vant to the research agenda rather than giving rise to discussion unrelated to the
research questions.

Taking stock and piloting stimulus materials

Stimulus material may not always have the desired effect. We can never be cer-
tain of the underlying meanings that materials may have for participants.
Researchers should monitor carefully the impact of stimulus materials and
exercises and be prepared to modify or withdraw these if they prove to have
unintended consequences. For example, Burman et al. (2001) report that they
abandoned the use of vignettes and role-playing activities in their study of
teenage girls and violence, after this led, in one situation, to a fist fight that
culminated in a girl being hurt. Even where the outcome is not so dramatic,
pilot work may suggest that a specific piece of stimulus material is likely to
have unintended consequences (see Box 6.2).

Focus groups are well placed to explore people’s perspectives on issues to
which they have previously given little thought. In a study of professionals’ views
and experiences of advance directives (Thompson et al., 2003a), Thompson was
aware that he was likely to be speaking to individuals with varying degrees of
exposure to these. We therefore opted to provide a hypothetical clinical vignette,
which encouraged them to debate the issues involved in applying the advance
directive in this specific situation. The hypothetical scenario was developed to
reflect real-life dilemmas with regard to the implementation of advance directives
and was specifically designed to ‘create dissonance between the ethics of benef-
icence and respecting autonomy’ and, thus, to provoke differences of opinion and
discussion (see Box 6.3).
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Box 6.2 An example of siimulus material ‘back-firing’

When running focus group workshops on the theme of the challenges of par-
enting, | decided to use a newspaper clipping from a UK-based tabloid news-
paper (Scottish Daily Mail, Monday 14 January, 2002: leading item), which
referred to Prince Harry having been exposed as abusing drugs and alcohol. He
was quoted as saying. *I'm so sorry, father’, which provided the headline for the
piece. | had anficipated that this example of problems extending o royalty
would give participants permission to admif fo their own concerns and to air
worigs about their own potential shortcomings as parents. However, this mate-
rial did not have the desired effect, stimulating, instead, animated discussion
about the Royal Family and relationships within it - other than parent and child
ones. Indeed, these relationships appeared to hold less interest than did the
opporiunity fo speculate on whether Prince Charles would marry Camilla
Parker-Bowles.

Planning and running focus groups

Using focus groups to develop stimulus materials

Focus groups themselves can be used to generate stimulus material, either for use
in later groups or to develop vignettes for use in qualitative research or, indeed,
for incorporation into a questionnaire (Barbour, 1999b). In our study of GPs’
views and experiences of sickness certification (Hussey et al, 2004), the first
round of focus groups generated spirited discussion and uncovered a wide range
of potential responses, including some examples of behaviour at the extremes of
the spectrum between acquiescing to all patient demands (at one end) and chal-
lenging all patients’ requests (at the other end). Rather than leading discussion in
these peer groups, such comments really served as stimulus material, giving partic-
ipants permission to admit to - or at least to consider — such responses and to locate
their own position with reference to this notional continuum (see Box 6.4).

Box 6.4 Additional probes derived from focus groups

GP2: ... so, I've just given up worrying about whether I’'m acting as the gate-
keeper fo the DSS (Department of Social Security) system or the Benefits
Agency system, or whatever it is. Too many other things to think about; foo
many other priorities. Terribly sorry - 1 just don’t give a moment’s thought. Patient

. . . line ~ that's fine, .
Box 6.3 Hypothetical clinical vignette wants @ fine - fhat’s fine, here you are

GP3: After the Benefits Agency fraud hotline was put out about 18 months ago |
made a few ‘phone calls ( did the 141 before didling). | reported information that
I'had got, circumstantially, you know, third-party information to the effect that this
person should have a review of their DLA (Disability Living Allowance).

PROBE SET &:

I had a lady just before lunch time, one fime, who came in and was absolutely
academy award performance: she couldn’t sit down, back pain agony (group
chuckling), furrowed brow, you know, almost out in a cold sweat, and straight
leg raise - the whole lot. | couldn’t, couldn’t #ip her up. So, anyway, | had to
give her the line. So, this was about five to one. | was just going home for my
lunch about 10 minutes later - | saw her walking at a rapid pace up the back -
fitter than Linford Christie, you know, and she’d pulled the wool ... and | just
laughed. But she won't do it again, | mean, obviously (general laughter). That
was her one and only dupe on me,

The patient is 78 years old. She lives in a residential home. Up until retirement she
worked as a secretary fo the headmaster of a private school. She has a
devoted daughter who visits twice a week and another daughter ‘"down south’
who comes up infrequently.

The patient lives with dementia. She can walk and feed herseif and needs
some help with dressing. She occasionally wanders at night. Her physical health
is good in thatf she is not currently being freafed for any medical condifion,
having had a thorough assessment at the hospital one year ago.

She recognizes her daughter and is glad to see her, but her conversational
repertoire is limited ~ the daughter does virfually ali the falking during visits. She is
unable to read - something that up uniil three years ago she did avidly. She is
undemanding, popular with the staff, and does not seem 1o be disfressed.

She made an advance statement aged 70 years at a time when she
enjoyed good mental and physical health, This was given to the home when
she arrived 18 months previously.

One night, after a home outing, she comes down with a high fever. The
doctor is called and examination shows that she has a pneumonia. With antibi-
otic treatment she may make a full recovery, without it there is a significant
chance she will die.

Further information on the probes used in these focus group discussions (together
with a full list of coding categories developed) can be found on the British Medical
Journal’s website, which allows for the deposit of supplementary materials. This can
be accessed electronically by a link from the original article (Hussey et al., 2004).
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The potential of dissemination sessions for generating further data is often
overlooked. However, presenting preliminary findings can provide an opportunity
to involve research participants in working collaboratively to furnish explana-
tions. This is a much more useful approach than simply viewing such exercises as
providing corroboration of findings through ‘respondent validation’ and allows
the researcher to explore any difference in the responses of participants to tenta-
tive findings. Rather than casting the researcher in the role of ‘expert’, this
approach also recommends itself because it enables researchers to acknowledge
any puzzling patterns that have emerged and gives them a chance to ask further
questions.

Ty

Key poinis

There are, once again, no hard-and-fast rules regarding the practicalities
involved in planning and running focus groups. The key, however, is in care-
fully considering the implications of your decisions, both in ferms of ethical
issues and the impact on participants and, importantly, their capacity to
generate the data required and to furnish comparative possibilities for
analysis. The advice provided here can be summarized as follows:

o  Good-quality equipment is important, but don’t get carried away with
regard fo specifications.

e Ensure you are confident in using your equipment and leave plenty of
time to set up the room yoU are going o be using.

o Take notes on the sequence of talk and content of discussion and also
record your immediate reflections in your field-note diary.

o Enlist an assistant moderator, if possible.

o Fill in the gaps in the transcript by noting non-verbal communication,
while listening o the original recording.

¢ Pilot topic guides and stimuius materials.

o Practise using prompts and learn to folerate silences.

o Think about whether you can collect some information from participants
using a pro-forma or short questionnaire.

o Remember that focus groups can generafe stimulus material for use in
later sessions and that dissemination sessions can also be used o gen-
erate further data.
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Further reading
Such practical issues are discussed in more detail in the following works:

Flick, U. (2007a) Designing Qualitative Research (Book 1 of The SAGE
Qualitative Reearch Kir). London: Sage.

Hussey, S., Hoddinott, P., Dowell, J., Wilson, P. and Barbour, R.S. (2004) “The
sickness certification system in the UK: a qualitative study of the views of
general practitioners in Scotland’, British Medical Journal, 328: 88-92.

Murphy, B., Cockburn, J. and Murphy, M. (1992) ‘Focus groups in health
research’, Health Promotion Journal of Australia, 2: 37-40.

Puchta, C. and Potter, J. (2004) Focus Group Practice. London: Sage.

Rapley, T. (2007) Doing Conversation, Discourse and Document Analysis (Book 7
of The SAGE Qualitative Research Kir). London: Sage.

Thompson, T., Barbour, R.S. and Schwartz, L. (2003a) ‘Advance directives in crit-
ical care decision making: a vignette study’, British Medical Journal, 327:
1011-15.
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Chapter objectives
After reading this chapter, you should

o be aware of the special ethical issues in the use of focus group; and
e understand in pariicular the impact focus groups can have for
parficipants.

This chapter revisits and expands upon the ethical issues that arise throughout the
whole process of conducting research using focus groups. It examines the rea-
sons for people agreeing to take part in our research and the responsibilities of
the researcher in terms of reciprocity. Participating in focus group discussions
can have either a positive or negative impact and some suggestions are provided
with regard to minimizing the potential negative consequences. However, the
difficulty of predicting what might give rise to distress is acknowledged, since
responses to discussion are inevitably dependent on the specific context and cir-
cumstances of the individuals taking part. The importance of allowing time to
debrief is emphasized, as is the need to have relevant information or contact
numbers on hand, so that researchers do not simply ‘grab the data and run’.
Debriefing may also be valuable for the researcher, particularly if the topic is an
emotive one and grant-holders and supervisors also have ethical obligations with
regard to safeguarding the psychological and physical well-being of research
staff and students. The final section of this chapter examines the issues raised in
conducting focus groups with vulnerable groups, such as children, the elderly,
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the disabled and those with mental health problems, and the challenges of
cross-cultural focus group studies.

Impact of focus group participation

Little is known about the reasons why people agree to take part in focus group
discussion, but several researchers have noted that focus group discussions can
be cathartic. Jones and Neil-Urban (2003), for example, report on the impact of
a focus group session on fathers of children with cancer, which far exceeded the
anticipated benefits. Taking part in focus groups can also have benefits for par-
ticipants who do not have such expectations at the outset. Burman et al. (2001),
who carried out a study of teenage girls’ views and experiences of violence, com-
mented that:‘Many girls maintained that taking part in the research enabled them
to reflect upon their experiences and gain better understanding of the role and
impact of violence in their lives’ (2001, p. 449).

Particularly where we are involved in convening focus groups to discuss sensitive
topics — but not only in such cases — the discussion may touch on areas that are more
difficult for some participants than for others. However, it is worth bearing in mind
that focus group participants can be very skilled in terms of providing support for
each other and can, at times, give reassurance that it would be difficult to provide in
the course of a one-to-one interview. This is what is occurring in the following
excerpts from a mixed gender focus group discussing fathers’ attendance at deliver-
ies, where two of the men present questioned the conventional wisdom about the birth
being an overwhelmingly emotive experience for new fathers (see Box 7.1).

Box 7.1 A focus group as a forum for providing support

Moderator - Male General Practitioner (GP)/Family Physician with 2 children
Isaac - GP with 1 child

Jack - GP with 2 children

Pam - GP with 1 child

Jane - Practice Nurse with 2 grown-up children

Isaac: And we've seen so many births and we know - well, maybe it
lessens the significance of childbirth ... which must be an amazing
experience for other people. Erm, but in so many ways it was just
another birth to me. Although, you know, there’s no way that |

(Confinued)
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(Continued)

would have missed it. | wanted to be there. Erm, | think it would have
been better if | hadn't been a doctor in my first childbirth experience.

Mod: Can you think back to how you felt at the time?

Jack: During when the baby was actually being bom? When the baby was
actually bomn or during the labour? Erm, yeah, it just seemed like
another birth. It doesn’t particularly ~ you know, | can’t say, *Oh, gosh,
yes, that was when ... * and the two of them were fairly blurred, even

" though they were in different hospitals. Er, and, you know, it’s not
really such a big deal ... And, er ... erm ... you know, to me it was just
another (faughs) another day.

(laughter)

Jack:  And, you know, other things that the children have done since
then have been much more specidl in different ways than just pop-
ping out.

(Excerpt One - Workshop Mixed Gender focus Group)

Mod: Isaac, you said you wouldn’t have missed it for the world. What do you
think you would have missed if you hadn’'t been there?

Isaac:  The first sight of my child being born and seeing, 'ls it a boy? Is it a
girl?’

Mod: Um ...

Isaac:  Erm, and, actudlly, to have, in some ways, | have fo see it fo know it
had happened. To know it was my baby, almost. Erm, and | suppose
| wanted to protect (my wife) from what she might go ihrough.
Because I've seen plenty of things go wrong.

Mod: Um _..

Isaac:  And!did witness a rather cocky anaesthetist and | kept quiet and did-
n’t say | was a doctor ... Yeah, | wouldn’t have missed if, but, erm, it
was spollf by my previous experiences.

Mod: Yeah ... yes. :

Isaac:  But that's - again as | say it’s very personal. Erm, | didn’t want that -
my previous experiences of some of the midwives ~ spoiling a very
happy experience. ‘

Pam: My husband says that he has ihis ... this sorf of image etched on his
memory, redlly, of the birih. You know, that at the moment when the
baby is bom is just something that will aiways be there. | think ... | just
don’t know whether that's the same sort of thing that ... that you say.
The sort of - this kind of picture of your child, who is actually coming into
the world - something that you will never forget. That was that moment.

(Confinued)
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(Confinued)

other birth,

maybe seen a few ... A few, but that’s all.

(Excerpt Two - Workshop Mixed Gender Focus Group)

Isaac:  Yeah. Having said that | can relate to what Jack said about it being a
bit of a blur and ... (faughs) It wasn't that it was any different fo any

Jack: That makes me feel better. | must say, never having done an obstet-
ric job, either, so you haven’t, you know, you haven’t seen lofs of ...

As well as providing support for each other in their admissions of having had experi-
ences that fell somewhat short of the euphoric picture often painted of fathers’
engagement, Jack and Isaac are also comparing their experiences and reflecting on the
impact of their previous levels of professional involvement: that is, they are, in effect,
sharing in the moderator’s task of starting to analyze the data, even as it is being
generated. Focus group discussions may also throw up comments on the part of some
participants that may upset others (for example, racist or sexist ones) (Kevern and
Webb, 2001, p. 331). However, a common feature of focus group discussions is the
degree to which participants actively support each other, encouraging others to speak
(Duggleby, 2005) and endorsing their experiences, if not always their specific views.

The potentially harmful impact can also be lessened by giving careful considera-
tion when convening groups and seeking to separate those whose comments are
likely to cause offence to others. For example, in the study of professionals’ experi-
ences of advance directives, we opted to carry out one-to-one interviews with indi-
viduals who were known to hold particularly strong stances and whose presence
might have inhibited — even offended — others with less well-developed views.
However, it is not always possible to anticipate all such occurrences, due to the fluid
nature of focus group discussions and to the fact that the researcher is never in pos-
session in advance of all the information about participants that might be relevant or
that might influence comments (Krueger, 1994). Smith (1995) stresses the importance
of considering not only how participants feel during the group discussion, but how
they feel at the end of the session. Here, too, there can be surprises in store, as what
participants may find upsetting is likely to be a highly personal matter.

Debriefing

Debriefing participants at the end of a focus group session is the responsibility of
the moderator and should never be rushed. It is important to allow enough time
for participants to raise any concerns and to ensure that they have a contact
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number for the researcher, should they wish to query anything. At this stage it is
also advisable to give participants the opportunity (then or later) to request that
any of their comments be erased from the transcript. Interestingly, I have never
had the experience of anyone asking for this to be carried out; perhaps knowing
that this is an option provides reassurance enough for most people.

Moderators should also come prepared with relevant information leaflets or
helpline contact numbers. For instance, in our study of decision-making about
medication in the context of prescription charges, we provided information about
‘pre-payment certificates’ (which allowed people to save money and budget for
prescription charges). Similarly, Seymour et al. (2002) provided the elderly peo-
ple they had asked about end-of-life care with addresses of bereavement care
organizations and scheduled a follow-up meeting with each association that had
been involved in recruiting participants to the study.

The issue of the impact of doing research on the researcher is also important —
although frequently overlooked. Carrying out qualitative research, even where sensi-
tivity of the topic is not immediately apparent, may expose the researcher to upsetting
or distressing accounts, and it is important that the researcher has access to a ‘sup-
portive and experienced research supervisor or colleague: in order to discuss her/his
thoughts and feelings after fieldwork exposure’ (Owen, 2001, p. 657). Commenting
on their experience of eliciting data from girls on the topic of violence, Burman et al.
(2001) highlight the cumulative effect of reading multiple transcripts during the
process of analysis, which may catch the researcher unawares. Support needs, there-
fore, are not limited to the data generation phase.

Physical safety also needs to be considered when designing a piece of research.
Contract researchers tend to be young and female and, as such, may be particu-
larly likely to be placed in potentially dangerous situations (Green et al., 1993).
Since focus group work frequently seeks to include the ‘hard to reach’ or mar-
ginalized, it may require researchers to travel to areas characterized by high crime
rates and violence.

Special considerations and challenges

Vulnerable groups

Focus groups have frequently been used to access hard-to-reach populations,
such as urban youth in Boston (Rosenfeld et al., 1996), Mexican-American gang
members (Valdez and Kaplan, 1999), minority ethnic groups (Hennings et al.,
1996; Farooqui et al., 2000), or people who are out of contact with services
(Cossrow et al., 2001). For other groups, such as the elderly or children, focus
groups are often favoured in preference to one-to-one interviews, which tend to
be considered either inappropriate, or too-invasive or threatening. This raises the
question as to whether special consideration should be given to using focus
groups in these situations or whether specific techniques should be developed.
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Focus groups are generally considered more appropriate than one-to-one
interviews for young children (Mauthner, 1997, p. 23). Gender is likely to play
an important role in determining dominant voices in focus groups with children;
thus, most researchers advocate holding single-sex groups to guard against the ten-
dency of boys to ‘taltk more, more loudly and determine the conversation topics
[and] to overshadow girls’ (Mauthner, 1997, p. 23) in mixed gender groups.
Similarly, focus groups with siblings also present a challenge in terms of older
children tending to dominate the discussion (Mauthner, 1997).

Most researchers working with children rely on a combination of activities involv-
ing drawing, writing, reading and sorting (Mauthner, 1997). Both Mauthner (1997)
and Morgan et al. (2002) recommend using pen and paper exercises, and Morgan
et al., report that, on one occasion, a child who had previously been very quiet con-
tributed more to the discussion after engaging in this activity. Morgan et al. (2002)
were also enthusiastic about the data-generating potential of role-play and found it
helpful to permit children to ‘fiddle’ with toys throughout the discussion. They report
having used a soft toy as a mouthpiece to allow them to ask knowledge-related ques-
tions in a non-threatening manner. It is also important to locate discussion within a
meaningful context for children (Mauthner, 1997, p. 24).

However, props are not always necessary, and a creative approach that builds on
children’s natural propensity for imaginative play can pay dividends: see, for example,
the paper by Sparks et al. (2002), who were interested in studying the ‘ways in which
the moral and practical dilemmas of punishment are debated and deliberated upon in
discussions among nine year old children’ (Sparks et al., 2002, p. 116). They employed
a Hobbesian-inspired make-believe gambit to encourage children to consider a world
in which adults had disappeared. Generating data from children raises important issues
for researchers, not least ethical considerations. Also useful is a degree of reciprocity,
whereby the researcher is willing to share some information about her or himself, per-
haps in response to direct questions put by child participants, who may well broach
subjects that adult respondents would hesitate to raise.

Carrying out research with children highlights the issue of the unequal power
relationships involved between adults and young people. However genuine the
researcher’s intentions, there nevertheless appear to be some defining character-
istics of the research relationship that concentrate power in the hands of the
researcher rather than the participants.

Seymour et al. (2002) used focus groups to explore the attitudes of elderly peo-
ple towards end-of-life care, thus combining a sensitive topic with a group con-
sidered to make special demands of the researcher. In common with Barrett and
Kirk (2000), who make recommendations regarding the use of focus groups with
the elderly disabled, Seymour et al. (2002) advise using small groups. The use of
a television-like format that was familiar to participants facilitated discussion and
allowed the researchers to move the discussion along if it became too personal.
Barrett and Kirk also point out that aspects of working with the disabled elderly, such
as their declining ability to divide attention between more than one speaker,
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difficulty in switching topics, and the tendency to answer questions some time after
these have been put, provide specific challenges. These characteristics require the
moderator to take particular care to discourage interruptions and to flag up changes
in topic, and they suggest that, during the process of analysis, the researcher should
remain alert to the possibility of replies that are ‘out of synch’ and ensure that any
apparent non-sequitur is interpreted within its rightful context. Similar issues were
raised by research that involved conducting focus groups with women with serious
and enduring mental health problems (Owen, 2001).

_Owen (2001) reports that she had chosen focus groups on account of their
potential to be respectful and non-condescending (as suggested by Morgan and
Krueger, 1993). In the event she found that the women participants did not engage
in interaction with each other to any great degree, generally responding directly to
the moderator, which suggests that the extra time and effort involved in setting up
focus group sessions may not yield many significant advantages. In our own study
on mental health and child protection, we opted to use one-to-one interviews with
mothers with severe mental health problems, since these also gave us the oppor-
tunity to follow up their progress through the system some six months later. We
were careful, however, to employ as the interviewer an individual with experience
as a psychiatric nurse. In contrast to many researchers with clinical experience
who take their skills for granted, Owen does not discount such valuable expertise,
which is eminently transferable to the task of generating focus group data.
Although Owen (2001) acknowledges that, at times, the distinction between a
research focus group and a therapy session became quite blurred, she was able to
address this dilemma through eliciting the support of staff members who had sat
in on the focus group sessions and who worked with individuals with regard to the
issues raised over the weeks following the focus group discussions.

Cross-cultural research

Yelland and Gifford (1995) argue that focus groups may be inappropriate for use
in cross-cultural research, since they have been developed specifically for use
with Anglo-Celtic populations. However, they found that, with due attention to
context, focus groups did provide a forum where they were able to discuss in
depth the beliefs about sudden infant death with women from a wide variety of
cultural backgrounds, who were living in Australia. For such research to be suc-
cessful, it is crucial that the researchers have a detailed knowledge of the cultural
context in which they wish to work. Strickland (1999) reports on the important
role played by tribal planning teams whose help was enlisted for a study of con-
ceptualizations about pain amongst Coastal Salish (Inland River Native
Americans in Washington State). Amongst the many helpful pieces of advice pro-
vided was one alerting the research team to the custom whereby tribal elders —
especially men — did not speak until others have spoken. This had important
consequences in terms of building in time at the end of focus group sessions to
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ensure that these individuals’ views were given adequate expression and attention.
Further immersion in this culture revealed that the talking circle relied on turn-
taking, resulting in a distinctly Native American form of communication as com-
pared to that of other cultural groups where group communication is generally
more interactive and spontaneous.

Focus groups with non-English-speaking participants, however, raise particular
challenges. There are dangers in restricting research to members of these groups
who do speak English. As Esposito (2001) points out, such individuals have, by
definition, been acculturated and, hence, cannot provide a ‘true reflection’ of the
views of their non-English-speaking peers.

There are obvious advantages to holding focus groups in participants’ native
languages. Even where they are also fluent in English, using their mother-tongue
can encourage more spontaneous and open discussion. Lam et al. (2001)
observed that they generated much richer data through allowing medical students
to hold discussions about their training course in colloguial Cantonese. Umafia-
Taylor and Bamaca (2004) recommend, if possible, recruiting bilingual modera-
tors, since even where focus groups are held in English and participants are
fluent English-speakers, they found that the Latina women they studied still
frequently resorted to using Spanish terms, particularly to refer to concepts and
people invested with emotive significance.

Most translation exercises in research involve developing a culturally equiva-
lent research instrument for cross-cultural testing in quantitative studies. Not all
concepts can be rendered in another language, nor are they necessarily universal.
Therefore, not everything is, in effect, translatable (Esposito, 2001, p. 572). This
applies equally to translating focus group topic guides. Tang et al. (2000) found,
for example, that Chinese women did not have a word for violence and had to
find novel ways of directing conversation to this topic in focus groups. Also,
given the flexibility with which moderators apply these loosely structured topic
guides, picking up on new topics as these emerge and seeking to harness partici-
pants’ insights, there is considerable potential for meanings to shift. Chiu and
Knight (1999) encountered challenges of this kind in their work on minority eth-
nic women’s views and experiences of breast and cervical screening, where
they relied on interpreters to run groups in languages other than English. Since
Chiu is herself bilingual, this afforded insights that might otherwise have been
overlooked and highlighted the extent to which interpreters were changing the mean-
ing of questions and, hence, affecting the content of the data generated. They con-
clude that it is essential to provide interpreters with some training in moderating
focus groups; it is not sufficient to expect them simply to translate ‘on the hoof’ and
hope that research objectives will somehow, magically, be preserved.

Translation — whether of topic guides or taped focus group discussions — is a
highly complex process, which in addition to the obvious requirement of fluency
in another language, needs to take into account contextual issues (Esposito,
2001). This is particularly important where there are no equivalent words in English
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for concepts appealed to during focus group discussions. With regard to some
languages, such as Cantonese (Twinn, 1998), verbatim translation would result in
ungrammatical English, since the structures of the languages are so different. Taking
these difficulties into account, Esposito recommends encouraging translators fo use
‘meaning-based rather than word-for-word interpretation’ (Esposito, 2001, p. 572).
This has clear implications for the extent to which phenomenological approaches
can be applied to data analysis, since nuances are as likely to have been the result
of the translation process as to have reflected participants’ original meanings and
constructions. In the iterative process, which characterizes qualitative research,
data generation and the beginnings of analysis occur simultaneously. Topic
guides are ‘fluid, adaptable, and change course when appropriate’ (Esposito,
2001, p. 573). Esposito goes on to outline two main options in generating data in
languages in which the researchers are not fluent, the first of which involves the
monolingual researcher relying on trained bilingual facilitators to carry out focus
groups. The other option is to add a real-time professional interpreter to the
process, which lets the researcher participate in the data collection process as it
occurs (2001, p. 573). This facilitates concurrent analysis, redirection of ques-
tions and validation through feedback to participants.

Umaiia-Taylor and Bdmaca (2004) describe in detail the approach that they
took in order to ensure that translations of their Spanish-speaking focus groups
remained as true as possible to the original content and meaning. They had taken
pains to recruit some researchers who were bilingual in English and the various
dialects spoken by the Latina women in their study. Each focus group was tran-
scribed and then translated by one researcher, after which a second researcher
listened to the tape and double-checked the translation. Wherever possible, they
made sure that a researcher familiar with the dialect in question was involved at
some point in this process.

ey

——=Key poinis

Ethical issues are not just something that needs to be faken into account in
completing application forms for ethics committees. Consideration of eth-
ical issues should be a feature of each stage of focus group research and
we should not only seek to minimize potential harm for those recruited info
our studies, but should also build protective measures into our supervisory
relationships. Whilst carrying out focus group research with vulnerable
groups, such as children, the elderly, the disabled or those with menfal
health problems, raises particular challenges, we can benefit from paying
more affention fo these same issues in our more mundane focus group
applications. Cross-cultural research, for example, highlights the exfent fo
which analysis -~ and moderators’ influence on the analytic potential of
datasets ~ begins even before transcripts are produced.

Ethics and engagement

You should give careful consideration o the reasons participants may
have for taking part in your study and seek to be as open with them as
possible with regard fo the implications for them as individuals and the
likely outcome of the research project.

Try 1o anticipate potential difficulties and be as clear as possible about role
boundaries, especially if you are a health care professional or therapist.
Anticipate problematic focus group scenarios and be prepared. Try to
minimize the potential for these through giving consideration to sam-
pling and be prepared to deal with any that do arise through sensitive
moderating.

Debriefing is important and you need to build in fime so that this is not a
rushed activity. Provide participants with your contact details and provide
assurances with regard to erasing from transcripts any comments with
which they are unhappy. Also bring dlong any relevant information leaflets
(with helpline numbers efc.) to distribute at the end of the session.

Think about the impact on the researcher of exposure to potentially dif-
ficult situations and heated debates and make sure that you address
both safety and support issues.

You should give extra thought fo the special issues raised in relation to
conducting focus groups with vulnerable populafions, such as children,
the elderly, and those with mental health problems or learning difficul-
fies. Focus groups with minority ethnic populations require a sophisti-
cated understanding of the differences within as well as between groups,
an awareness that language, culture and religion are not synonymous,
and an appreciation of interpretation and franslation as being far from
straightforward processes.

Further reading

Ethical issues around using focus groups are discussed in more detail by these

authors:

Mauthner, M. (1997) ‘Methodological aSpéCtS of collectiﬁg data from children:
lessons from three research projects’, Children and Society, 11: 16-28. ’
Owen, S. (2001) “The practical, methodological and ethical dilemmas of conduct-
ing focus groups with vulnerable cliexits’, Journal of Advanced Nursing, 36(5):
652-58. '

Seymour, J., Bellamy, G., Gott, M., Ahmedzaj, S.H. and Clark, D. (2002) ‘Using
focus groups to explore older people’s attitudes to end of life care’; Ageing and
Society, 22(4): 517-26. :

- Umafia-Taylor, A.J. and Bdmaca, M.Y. (2004) ‘Conducting focus groups with .

Latino populations: lessons from the field’, Family Relations, 53(3): 261-72.
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Generating data

The following example is drawn from a focus group transcript generated via a
focus group workshop that explored, as the ‘virtual topic’, people’s views of
fathers’ attendance at the delivery of babies. This topic had been chosen because

8 it consistently makes for spirited discussion and is particularly useful in getting
. ’ health care staff to take off their ‘professional hats’. As such, it is valuable in
@@ﬂ@?@?ﬂﬁg d@%@ affording participants insights into the very personal nature of focus group dis-

cussions and gives them an opportunity to ‘problematize’ an aspect of their lives
to which they may not have previously devoted much critical attention. Here, one
of the participants, Carolyn, laughs as she recounts how she, in fact, gave her
partner little choice with regard to attending the delivery. This reflection prompts
another group member, Gail, to reconsider her own behaviour (see Box 8.1).

Investigating how people form their views 102

Stimulating debate 104 Box 8.1 Reformulating views

Accessing cultural frameworks 107

Seeking clarification 109 Martin: But, in a sense, what's the point of going fo the classes if you're not
Maintaining focus/steering discussion 110 going to be there on the day? On the other hand, what's the point of -
Picking up on cues . . . 11 going to the classes and ... and doing dll the 'Fu, fu, fu’, you know - the
Thinking comparatively and anticipating analysis 12 breathing bit, or whatever - because, | mean, I'm not sure how

helpful thai’s going to be.
Mod: OK. | wonder if anyone’s had a recent experience of ... of a birth
with either the father present or not present?
Carolyn:  Yes, well, I've had a baby recenily - two in the last three years.
Mod: Oh redlly?

e have a feeling for what to consider in getting a focus group Carolyn:  So, and my husband was there for both and it wasn't an issue - he
started, continuing and making it work; was gonna be there (laughs).

s know fhe practicalities of steering such a group; and Mod: It wasn’t an issue?
o know how fo keep a focus on comparison. Carolyn:  VYes, yes. | didn’t even ask him whether he wanted to be there or not

and | don’t know whether it was just, sorf of, me deciding that was
how it was going to be

Chapter objectives
After reading this chapter, you should

This chapter provides an insight into the craft of generating qualitative data,
through thoughtful and theoretically sensitive moderating of focus groups. It pro-

vides a flavour of the sort of interaction elicited during focus group discussions, Gail: I'think | put enormous pressure on my ex-husband to be there at the
including how people may reformulate their views, engage in animated debate, birth, but, having been through it once, | don't know if | would have
and express shared cultural understandings. It makes explicit some of the skills done it again the second fime - whether I'd have insisted on him
involved and emphasizes the importance of anticipating analysis, even as data being there. As it was, it all happened in such a panic anyway. He
are being generated, through pickilig up on differences between participants’ per- was there and didn’t have a lof of choice, but, erm, having, as | say,

gone through it once, | really don’t think it matters who's there with
you as long as there’s somebody there, guiding you and reassuring
you ... er ... And | feel redlly sorry for anybody who strongly feels
that they ... they don‘t want to be ... there ... a ... a parfner who
doesn’t want to - feels that they ... they don’t want to be there ...

spectives, asking for clarification and harnessing their insights.

Investigating how people form their views

Focus groups, as David Morgan (1988) has argued, excel at uncovering why (Continued)
people think as they do and it-is certainly possible to unpick the process of
formation of views during focus group exchanges. 103
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(Continued)

a ... a pariner who doesn’t want to be there and the pressure is on
them - be it male or female.

Mod: Carolyn brought up another issue, that ... er ... | don’t know whether
you have ... any comment to make on this: that some women
wouldn't actually want their partners there, but you may have a sit-
uation where the partner is ... the woman’s choice is almost taken
away because the ...

Gail: -~ (Inferrupting) Um ... [ know a friend of mine she 'didn’t want her part-

~ nerthere ... erm ... because she felt it was a very undignified situa-
tion and she didn’t want him to see herin that state ... erm ... [ don’t
know why - she never really elaborated on it - but ... and he
wanted fo be there, so it works both ways, | suppose.

Martin: It seemns fo me every situation’s completely different because each
couple is completely different.

Guail: Yes.

Martin: So, you know, why ... why is the, sort of, society pressure there? |

don’t really understand. | don’t really unders‘rond why I'm expected
fo aftend the event.

(Workshop Mixed Gender Focus Group)

Generating data

In the study about the reporting of racist incidents in the Strathclyde area we used
material from a national advertising campaign, ‘One Scotland, Many Cultures’,
developed by the Scottish Office and designed to raise awareness of racism in
Scotland. This series of short films was broadcast regularly during the period in
which we carried out the research and included a series of vignettes ranging from
everyday encounters to more serious instances of racism. However, I had noted
that several of these short films elicited varying responses from my own circle of
friends, with some people commenting that they did not consider that certain sce-
narios constituted racism, whilst others maintained that they did. We therefore
anticipated that this material would be fruitful with regard to tapping in to differ-
ing perspectives and encouraging debate.

Inevitably, some groups are livelier than others and, on occasion, animated dis-
cussion, with participants comparing and justifying their perspectives, rendering
the issues relevant to their own lives and situations, can progress for lengthy
spells, which do not require any input from the moderator (see Box 8.2).

Box 8.2 Animated debatie
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Interestingly, Martin, a researcher with no children, does not have a partner who
is pregnant, as might be suggested by his last comment. What this shows is the
immediacy of focus group discussions and their potential to encourage participants
to engage in projecting, in a similar fashion to that involved in role-play, but in a
much less laboured and artificial way. Note, also, the stress that Carolyn puts on the
word ‘gonna’ and her laughter after this statement, which is picked up on by the
moderator who asks, ‘Tt wasn’t an issue?” This underlines the importance of paying
close attention to the tone and emphasis in the original speech and demonstrates how
much could be lost by relying solely on a written transcript, as sometimes occurs
when the so-called ‘principal investigator’ ~ or grant-holder — has responsibility for
analyzing data generated by someone else. (See the discussion on note-taking in
Chapter 6 and also on capitalizing on the information that can be provided by the
moderator during the process of analysis, discussed in Chapter 10.)

Stimulating debate

Frey and Fontana (1993) point out that what they refer to as ‘the group interview’
provides ‘an especially nice situation for revealing variations in perspective and
attitude and a ready means, through subtle pitting of one [respondent] against the
other, for distinguishing between shared and variable perspectives’ (1993, p. 82).

Paul: I've even heard other people say that they're going to the ‘white
Pakis’ - if it's an international shop run by a white person, it’s *white
Paki‘s’.

Roddie: | woundn’t think of *Chinky’ as being ... whenever it's used, as ‘I'm
going to the Chinky’, | wouldn’t think of that as racist, but | would
never say, ‘I'm going to a Paki shop’.

Stuart: Mmm ... see, | don‘t know ...

Roddie: ... and, if | said, | would be saying it and thinking, ‘You shouldn‘t be
saying that’. Whereas, with *Chinky’ - although | wouldn‘f refer to the
people themselves when I'm saying that.

Stuart: I think it's more, ‘I'm going 1o the Paki’s - do you want anything?’ |

say that all the time.

Roddie: |think it's used as an abbreviation. The Chinkies are the Chinese - in

the sense of the shop ...
Dave: Yeah - rather than the people - whereas, with Paki, you're more ...
Stuarh Yeah, | think it is more ...
Roddie: Most of the time it's descriptive.
Dave: Yeah, that's frue. That's what Paul’s been saying.

Roddie: Just a ferm for a kind of international shop ~ more than, | think, being

a racist comment.
Stuart: If means someone who comes from Pakistan.

Roddie:  if you tumed round and called someone a ‘Paki bastard’, then that's
what's racism, but, | mean, hardly anyone ever says that when they‘re

(Continued)
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(Confinued)

Stuart: | did. | got a row at the weekend. | was speaking (with some of my

Roddie: No, that's what | thought. | don’t see anything offensive in it at ali.

Paul: Maybe it's us that’s got the problem then, you know.

(Quick exchanges - impossible fo differentiate between speakers)

K

Roddie: You know, it’s like gay people calling each other faggots. ... You

2

(Young ‘Indigenous” White Men’s Focus Group)

i e B 20 2o e e Jibe die

actudlly there, | mean ... it’s interesting, | don't know ... | mean, | would
never think of going up to someone and cdlling them "Paki’.

friends) and | said, ‘I'm going for a Chinky the night when | getf
hame’, and the other (people) are going. ‘Ssshh!” and I'm *“What?’
And there were some Malaysian people behind me, but | didn’f see
anything offensive in that.

_ And then at work, someone says something like that and the Chinese
girl there went up to the tollet crying, and everyone else at work
gave this other girl hell - just because they didn’t like her anyway -
for saying it, but | never thought twice about if.

It's inferesting, what becomes with it ... to do with how ... coloured
people have used the ferm ‘nigger’ and think nothing of it, but if
whife people use it ...
Aye. .
t's not the same.
(Inaudible)
Far, far worse.
(inaudible)
No ~ well they would say, like, *Well, you're coloured as well.’
... Not a problem.
But | think it’s kind of all right for them fo call each other that.
Yeah, exacily, in a way it's kind of ...
Aye.
(inaudible)

know, it's the same thing with religion as well - you can call each
other whatever you like if you're in that religion, but, if you're oufside
that religion.

I can’t call you a Papist.

Generating data

difficult to decide when discussion goes off track, as participants may be developing
a point that turns out to be germane, although this may not be clear from the outset.

Accessing cultural frameworks

Focus groups allow participants to debate issues within the context of their own
shared cultural background, as noted by Callaghan (2005). In the course of focus
groups, participants may tell stories in order to confirm their common experience
and collective identity (Munday, 2006) — which may also be what tends to give
rise to consensus in focus group discussions. The capacity of focus groups to
access shared cultural frameworks means that different groups establish their own
‘rules of engagement’, and the following excerpt shows how later in the same
focus group (from which the previous excerpt is drawn) the moderator was able
to use to advantage the casual swearing and references to shared culture that were
a feature of these young men’s talk in order to further explore their ideas about
racism and racist incidents (see Box 8.3).
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Animated discussion in focus group transcripts is often characterized by
the absence of the moderator’s voice. Knowing when not to intervene is, in itself,
a skill — and a hard-won skill at that. One of the hardest things for the novice
moderator is perhaps taking a back seat and refraining from asking questions or
making comments, provided that the discussion remains on track. In practice it can be

Box 8.3 Capitalizing on shared cultural referents
Roddie: | mean, I've known quite a few ‘Weegies’ (term used to refer fo
Glaswegians) living in Edinburgh, who've got quite a lot of hassle -
calling them ‘soap dodgers’. | mean, it's kind of funny, but it hap-
pens again and again and again, and they get really pissed off with
it - and it's only a wee thing, but that's a bit out of order and that’s
only, like, ‘cos they're Glaswegian, and the whole England thing as
well, you know ...

(Further discussion about being Irish or English in Scofland and being teased
about this.)

Alan: (Tells a story abouf being in a pub in Glasgow watching football,
when the Scofs present were supporfing the feam playing against
England and describes his feelings of infimidation as one of a few
people supporting the English feam.)

Roddie: | think you've got a point, though, | mean, | suppose it's racism ...

Mod: Well, | was just going to ask you that - how do you differentiate
between calling someone a ‘Weegie’ and calling someone a ‘Paki’?

Roddie: Mmm ... (Long pause)

Mod: I mean, you rarely get ‘Weegie bastard’ written all over the front of a
shop ...

(Continued)
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(Confinued)

Roddie: Mmm ... If you get someone caling someone a Scot in a derogatory ...
that becomes quife ... | mean, it's just the way and confext it's
being used ...

Alan: Like if you call someone a ‘Jock’, that is quite offensive, butf ... it

depends. You get people from Newcastle generally called ‘Geordies’
and thai’s just the term for people in that area, and Glaswegians -
‘Weegie's’ short for Glaswegian - buf it depends. It's more the short
term from the area you're from sometimes, when it isn't meant offen-
sively at all and when, another time, it could be meant as an offensive
word ...

(Inaudible comment followed by general laughter)

Mod: So you think it’s the way if's used, or ... ?

Alan: It's the sense in which it's meant. Most of the time you can fell
whether it’s in a, sort of, conversational way, or it’s an insutt.

Dave: But | think, yeanh, | think you're being sort of derogatory towards peo-

Generating data
Seeking Clarification
However, as Matoesian and Coldren (2002) point out:

... the community (involved in the research) may speak (in} a different
voice from the academic professionals who evaluate them and
because they may not use a professional or academic register ... their
words may stimulate misunderstanding in focus group inferactions. (2002,
p. 487)

In other words, there may be several different standards of linguistic rationality at
play in any one focus group discussion. Rather than assume that you, as a mod-
erator, have adequately understood such references, however, there is always the
potential to seek clarification, thereby stimulating further discussion. One of the
adverts used in the ‘One Scotland, Many Cultures’ campaign showed a male
Asian shopkeeper reacting to being called a “Paki’. In the following excerpt, the
moderator, alert to the subtle nuances involved in the choice of vocabulary, chose
to ask explicitly about this usage, following a comment by one focus group par-

(Young ‘Indigenous” White Men's Focus Group)

ple you don't know, about where they come from. It's different
when it's your friends, but when you're being derogatory about -
fo - someone you don’t know, like, you sort of imply - you're bringing
up - that I am from wherever - a name for if ...
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As the above excerpt implies, focus groups also allow participants to stake a
collective identity by differentiating themselves from other people. Munday
(2006), in her study of members of a Women’s Institute, recounts how they dis-
tinguished between ‘ladies’ and ‘members’, explaining that the former, ‘whilst
being clever and skilful and able to successfully turn their hands to anything,
are seen as lacking the genuine warmth and spontaneity of the member’ (2006,
p- 102).

Such complex social constructions are challenging for the data analyst, who
cannot always take what is being said at ‘face value’. As Matoesian and Coldren
(2002) remind us: '

... speakers do a lot of things when they falk and focus on something
called a topic is only one of them. ... They may design their talk as strate-
gic ideological performance rather than a factual report. And when
speakers do offer opinions they do not usudlly state what they mean
explicitly but offen do so in ahighly poetic and implicit fashion. ... (2002,
p. 484) -

ticipant who referred to going to ‘the ethnic shop’ (see Box 8.4).

Box 8.4

Barbara:

Mod:

Sarah:

Alison:

Sarah:
Alison:
Eileen:

Seeking clarification

Well, | think if they're there and they’re opening all hours when the
other shops are closed and they are out working and they are
going 1o supply - supply and demand - and it’s food. Maybe, when
a child’s hungry, when they are looking for bread and milk, we
always go to the ethnic shop.

And you used the word there ‘ethnic shop’ - what did you ... one of the
things in the advert is the use of the work ‘Paki’ and | was wondering
what you thought about that? Is that something that you think is racist?
Or, what kind of words or images do you think are racist?

We had that in the conversation ... and, actually, | don’f think of a
Glaswegian ... | don‘t think so. There is always going to be Pakis. |
mean, I'm 72 and that is what it was called, so, | mean ... fo say that
it's wrong to say it - | don’f think it's wrong.

Well, it's not meant to be wrong - it's just, like, you shorten people’s
name.

Well, they come from Pakistan, from so ...

it's not meant to be derogatory.

Well, ye cannae pronounce their name anyway if they've got an
unusual name.

(Conftinued)
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(Continued)

Mod: So you don't think that that is racist necessarily?

Alison: Well, it's not meant to be racist. If they take it as racist it would
have to change, if they do, but it’'s not meant ... well, | don’t
think ...

Barbara:  it's meant fo be distinguishing.

Joan: You are becoming very aware of these things, you know, aithough

we don’t mean it - we are so used to saying the word. Buf it's, you
. know, ... | don't think ...'l am going fo the Paki’s’. I's just a word.
Alison:.  I's an endearment, redlly, isn't it?
Eileen: Aye, aye. | dont think | have ever said it in front of the Pakis.
Barbara: Why | changed it to ‘ethnic’ was my sisfer’s granddaughter tumed
around and said, ‘They are not Pakis’ there are some Algerians,
there is some ... They are all different nationalities - you call them
‘ethnic’. ‘Now, she was é years old! ‘Because | have got ethnic peo-
ple in my class at school and that is why | call them ethnic.’

(indigenous’ White Women's Focus Gréup)
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Maintaining focus/steering discussion

Puchta and Potter (1999) have highlighted the tension for focus group moderators
between ‘working at’ getting people to speak and encouraging spontaneity. They
refer to this as a tension between ‘pestering the living daylights’ out of partici-
pants and the ideal that group members should ‘answer as spontaneously as pos-
sible’. They continue: ‘Put another way, it is a tension between the licence to give
answers that are “neither right nor wrong” and a demand on participants to actu-

ally produce answers rather than “I-don’t-know’s™. (1999, p. 315).

Much as we might like to emphasize the open-ended nature of focus groups
and their greater capacity — in comparison to other methods at our
disposal ~ to explore issues of salience for participants rather than rigidly pursu-
ing the researcher’s agenda, we are generally being paid by funders to carry out
focus groups with the ultimate purpose of answering a specific research question.

"Whilst brainstorming sessions may be useful during the exploratory phase of a
research project, Morgan argues that groups where the moderator does not take
the role of directing the discussion are not focused enough to be called focus

groups (Morgan, 1998, p. 34).

Of course, the structure may be appérent only to the researcher, and a good focus
group moderator may be able to make it appear as though the discussion flows
effortlessly with little in the way of direction. Krueger (1994) draws our aftention to

questions that appear spontaneous but that are, in fact, carefully prepared.

Generating data

We have already seen, in Chapter 5, the value of piloting topic guides and gain-
ing practice in utilizing prompts. Contrary to advice from people such as Krueger,
who recommended that questions be limited to a single dimension, Puchta and
Potter found, in the market research focus groups they examined, that reword-
ings and reformulations of questions were pervasive: ‘in our corpus questions are
routinely asked in an “elaborate way’” (1999, p. 319). They helpfully distinguish
between three different usages of elaborate questions:

1. To guide responses and ‘head off trouble’, particularly when asking questions
likely to be unfamiliar in the context of participants’ everyday interactions.

2. To ask questions flexibly by providing a range of alternative items to which
participants can choose to respond.

3. To coach participants in producing the kinds of responses that are appropriate
(in their case, to market research reports and to the company representatives
and advertising people who may view the sessions from behind one-way
Mirrors).

In relation to this third usage outlined by Puchta and Potter, social science
researchers might, similarly, attempt to encourage participants to join them in the-
orizing by introducing, for example, sociological terms or feeding back observa-
tions from preliminary analysis of earlier focus groups. Furthermore, Puchta and
Potter argue that moderators can sometimes achieve all of these three jobs at the
same time (1999, p. 332).

Picking up on cues

The next excerpt illustrates the richness of focus group data and shows the
participants, as well as the moderator, thinking on their feet. It emphasizes the
capacity of focus groups to provide access to participants’ meanings and
conceptualizations as they interrogate and debate the issues raised. As
frequently happens during focus groups, the participant who used the term
‘ethnic shop’ goes on to provide an explanation for her choice of words and
this affords a window onto the outside world and the other social networks
and exchanges that help to shape people’s views and behaviour. It is impor-
tant, however, to acknowledge that this explanation might not have been
forthcoming if the researcher had not been attuned to the use of vocabulary
and ready to pick up on this. Although they are talking about one-to-one inter-
views, Poland and Pederson (1998, pp. 296-7) stress the importance of being
attentive to what our respondents are telling us: “When we train interviewers,
perhaps too much emphasis is placed on asking questions, when the real skill
may be listening.’
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In the earlier example, however, this is not the only skill that the moderator is
demonstrating. She is also beginning to theorize, albeit tentatively, about the possibil-
ity that people think separately about the words used and what constitutes ‘racism’.
Another moderator, this time talking to a group of professional white wornen, also
picks up on this distinction and attempts to explore it further in the course of the dis-
cussion (see Box 8.5). This moderator takes things a step further, by attempting to
summarize the participant’s point and by seeking clarification. Interestingly, she is
pulled up by one of the participants who — politely, but clearly — asks her to rephrase
her ‘sociological theorizing” so that it is accessible to group members.

Box 8.5 Picking up on cues

Debbie: | think it is just that we have grown up with these words and that is

Mod: So what words are racist then?

Helen: if you add the appropriate or nasty word affer i, like "Paki scum’ ~
that is racist.

Kate: That is frue - good point.

Paula: But it would be just like ‘You Celtic (one of Glasgow's fwo main foot-

the words that we use and that is the words that we know. If there
was a dictionary with the proper terminology to use for a shop that
is open all hours, well maybe that would be a different matter, to
bring it into the society. You don’t say “a shop that is open all hours” -
you say ‘the Paki’s’.

ball teams, renowned for the division of supporters along sectarian,
i.e. Protestant/Catholic lines) bastard!”

Debbie: 8o, it depends on what confext you are using it in.

Mod: Do you think, therefore, that words or images in themselves could be
racist or does it have to be contextualized?

Paula: Sorry, say that again?

Mod: Sorry. In the context in which it is used. Do you think that something

like ‘Paki’ isn’t racist on its own? Words are not racist on their own -
they have 1o be in a certain contexi?
Helen:; Yes.

(indigenous’ White Professional Women's Focus Group)
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Thinking comparatively and anticipating
analysis -

Capitalizing on the comparative potential of groups, however, requires more
than convening a range of groups that reflect different characteristics. Research
design is important, but it is what we make of the opportunities it affords that
ultimately determines the quality of our focus group research. It is also important

Generating data

to focus on thinking comparatively — or in terms of contextualizing views ~ in the
course of generating focus group data.

Of course, all is not lost, even if focus group moderators do not take advantage
of these opportunities when generating data. If you are lucky, the focus group
transcripts will provide sufficient material to make such comparison possible —
although, undoubtedly, further insights could have been obtained by asking a few
well-considered questions in situ. Depending on the topic in question, however,
it may not always be appropriate to harness participants’ insights in this way and
there are some situations where we have to take on, as researchers, sole respon-
sibility for such comparative theorizing. Some of the comparisons may occur as
the researcher reads further around the topic of inquiry and derives instructive
parallels, sometimes from unexpected sources. This, after all, is what is impli-
cated in the view of qualitative research as an iterative process.

Particularly when conducting focus groups, but also during one-to-one inter-
views (see Kvale, 2007), the researcher begins to analyze the data even as she or
he is generating them. It is this that makes focus group research simultaneously
so demanding and so exhilarating. This can be true not only for the researcher,
but for other participants, who may become swept up in the discussion virtually
as co-moderators. Although this was particularly common in the workshop con-
text, this sort of exchange is not just a property of this particular grouping, but
reflects features of general ‘dinner party-type’ informal conversations amongst
friends or associates. We all draw on myriad selves and experiences in the course
of social interaction.

grr———T

Key poinis

Focus groups can generate lively discussion and rich data, as participants
reformulate their views, engage in debate, and express and explore
shared cultural understandings. An interesting feature is that participants
frequently reflect their considerabile skills in group inferaction, as they make
supportive comments, encourage each others’” confributions, and even,
on occasion, assume the role of ‘co-moderators’. It is also possible to har-
ness focus group participants’ analytic skills, as individuals provide a com-
mentary, perhaps, on their own shifting perspectives, or tease out subtle
differences in meaning or emphasis. Some potential pitfalls in ferms of the
capacity of focus groups to generate antagonistic exchanges can be
avoided through giving careful consideration fo group composition (as dis-
cussed in Chapter 5) and the use of stimulus material that gives permission
to raise difficult topics and can take the ‘heat’ out of discussions by plac-
ing them at a distance from individuals’ actual experience. There are,
however, several hints on moderating thoughtfully and atftentively in order
to maximize the quadlity of the data generated. These can be summarized
as follows:
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Don’t feel you have to intervene all the time. Provided the discussion
remains on frack, there may be little need for input from the moderator.
Be prepared to use prompts or ask additional questions.

Pay close aftention to the vocabulary used by participants and fo
tone and non-verbal communication. You can pick up on these as a
moderator,

You can diso rephrase or elaborate on questions, in order to make your
research inferests clearer, or o encourage parficipants to “problema-
fize’ concepts.

Use interim summaries to provide clarification and to explore further any
distinctions or qudilifications being made.

Do start to theorize tentalively and invite participants to join in, but
be careful to explain or rephrase academic/theoretical terms. Remember
that you can ask participants to speculate along with you - you don't
have fo take the role of ‘the expert’.

Further redding

Here you will find more examples and suggestions on how to keep a focus group

~ going:

Kvale, S. (2007) Doing Interviews (Book 2 of The SAGE Qualitative Research
Kit). London: Sage. )

Munday, J. (2006) ‘Identity in focus: the use of focus groups to study the
construction of collective identity’, Sociology, 40(1): 89-105.

Puchta, C. and Potter, J. (1999) ‘Asking elaborate questions: focus groups and the
mauagemént of spontaneity’, Journal of Sociolinguistics, 3(3): 314-35.

Puchta, C. and Potter, I. (2004) Focus Group Practice. London: Sage.

9

Starting to make sense of focus
group dafa

First generafe some data 116
Generating a provisional coding frame 117
Grounded theory 119
Revising your coding frame 121
Modelling coding frameworks 123

Chapter objectives
After reading this chapter, you should

o have canidea of how to get your analysis going on the basis of the
data in the focus groups;
understand the role of coding frameworks in this context; and
see the relevance of grounded theory as an approach to coding and
analyzing.

This chapter starts with a suggestion for generating your own data (using a short
topic gnide on the subject of the challenges of parenting) and allows you to gain
some ‘hands-on’ experience of developing a provisional coding frame. It pro-
vides some examples of coding frames of varying levels of analytical sophisti-
cation and emphasizes the iterative nature of the process of qualitative data
analysis, as researchers move back and forth between coding frame and tran-
scripts. The role of individual approaches and learning styles is also acknowl-
edged and the chapter explores the difference between researchers’ ‘a-priori’
codes and ‘in-vivo’ codes, where the latter are derived from the data. This
involves employing a ‘pragmatic version’ of ‘grounded theory’, which enables
researchers to use participants’ insights to advantage in developing and refining
coding categories, whilst ensuring that the questions posed by funding bodies are
also addressed. Examples of thematic code modelling are provided, as is a grid
or matrix diagram that allows data to be systematically interrogated in order to
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identify any relevant patterning. For further discussion of the role and potential
of ‘grounded theory’ see Gibbs (2007). '

First generate some data

You might like to have a go at generating some data yourself — possibly with a
group of friends, fellow students, or colleagues, in a dinner party-type setting, or
one in which you would tend to usually meet up. The topic I would suggest is
one that I have found to be highly successful in eliciting spontaneous and frank

discussion: ‘the challenges of parenting’. Again, it is not essential for all partic-

ipants to be parents, just to be able to reflect on their own and others’ experiences
of being parented. In the workshops I used a couple of cartoons from Steven
Appleby’s book, Alien Invasion! The Complete Guide to Having Children
(London: Bloomsbury, 1998). However, it is not necessary to use stimulus mate-
rial, as a few well-placed questions will probably suffice.

I would suggest using the following as a topic guide, bearing in mind the hints
on generating data and encouraging discussion provided earlier, particularly the
advice about teasing out any differences — here, most likely to be in relation to
their own parental status, number of siblings and own place in the family, or cul-

tural background (Box 9.1). You may be surprised at how few prompts you need
to use in order to stimulate debate. As you probably want your associates and
friends still to be talking to you afterwards, I would recommend taking brief notes
rather than audio- or videotaping the session, but you could usefully try to develop
a provisional coding frame shortly after the discussion has taken place, noting the
main themes and trying to group comments under related subcategories.

Box 9.1 A topic guide to try out the challenges of parenting

What sort of challenges do you think people face with regard to parenting?

PROMPTS:

o Ensuring physical safety

o Differences between boys and girls

o Difficulties related to parents’ circumstances - people like yourself; peo-
ple different from yourselif? ‘

o Change over time - own experiences of being parented

» What sort of mistakes do parents make?

e Peer pressure

e Drugs and alcohol

o Sexudlity
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Generating a provisional coding frame

There is no right or wrong way to go about developing a provisional coding
frame. Although your topic guide can provide a starting point, you should not,
however, rely overly on this to generate all your themes or coding categories.
This is a very different situation from that involved in a quantitative approach,
where coding categories are determined prior to administering research tools.
One would expect the discussion to reflect the questions put by the moderator, but
the coding frame should be flexible enough to incorporate themes introduced by
focus group participants as well. This makes sense, given the exploratory poten-
tial of qualitative research in general and focus group discussions in particular.
‘While identifying the broad themes, be sure to pay attention to trying to provi-
sionally allocate some other more specific themes to subcategories relating to
these broad headings. This process resembles reworking a report or journal article,
and the best guide to determining whether something is a broad theme or a sub-
theme is to think about whether themes are really ‘stand-alone’ issues or whether
they address particular aspects related to wider headings. Of course, this does not
preclude relationships between the broad themes that are identified. Although it
can be very useful at the outset of this process to ‘brainstorm’ themes, it is helpful
to bear in mind the need to think about linkages between these.

Amanda Coffey (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996) has referred to the possibility of
developing a ‘coding fetish’, which can be encouraged by the ease of allocating
codes using software packages (such as Atlas-ti or N-Vivo). This is a problem I
have certainly encountered in supervision, with one student reporting that he had
assigned 240 codes under 240 themes! This is not, of course, an insurmountable
problem, but it is something that needs to be remedied. In the course of running
workshops I have realized that some individuals like to read through transcripts
and assign very detailed codes and then return to these in order to group the codes
they have developed into broader themes. This was what the student in question
had to do as the next step in analysis. However, other individuals tend to con-
ceptualize in terms of broad themes and only then consider how these break down
into narrower codes. It really does not matter which route is followed, as the end
product should be the same. The labels you use for your coding categories will
inevitably reflect your own disciplinary background (Armstrong et al., 1997)

It may be useful to compare your themes with the provisional coding frames
developed in a couple of workshops where this same topic was discussed. In
the workshop setting — and, indeed, in the context of real-life projects, when
analyzing data manually — I favour the use of coloured pens. Not only does their
use facilitate manual retrieval of relevant coded sections in transcripts; this prac-
tice also gets researchers used to thinking about their data conceptually, rather
than in a merely descriptive way, as when they rely simply on itemizing — and
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accumulating — themes. All of the software packages on the market do emphasize
the need to group categories together under headings. However, they use differ-
ent terminology, with some using the analogy of family relationships whilst oth-
ers use the terms ‘trees’ and ‘nodes’. Although it is impossible to offer definitive
advice, I would generally expect projects to generate no more than around
twenty broad themes; not only does this give ample scope for subheadings in
your final report, it also leaves lots of room for manoeuvre, as you also have the
option of focusing on specific sections of your coding frame in writing up further
papers — or chapters, if you are writing a thesis.

Reproduced below (Box 9.2) is a provisional coding frame developed in the
course of one focus group workshop, which explored the same virtual topic of the
challenges of parenting (Workshop A). This coding frame shows third-level codes
in addition to broad themes and second-level categories. Coding packages such
as N-Vivo allow for coding up to nine levels, which is almost certainly more than
you will need (see Gibbs, 2007).

Starting to make sense of data

Box 9.2 Provisional coding frame: workshop A

(N.B. Themes are presented alphabetically, rather than in order of
significance.)

CHALLENGES FOR PARENTS
Can you be a parent AND a friend?

CHANGE OVER TIME

More rules and regulations - e.g. not smacking
Children more aware of their ‘rights’

Media ‘hype’ - e.g. re paedophiles

Greater societal awareness of safety

Emphasis on materialism
Children’s unwilingness to do housework

CHILDREN'S SAFETY
Physical

CONTEXT IN WHICH PARENTING IS CARRIED OUT
(N.B. Link to CHANGE OVER TIME)
Socioeconomic circumstances

Rural and urban environments

Expectations re reducing/eliminating risk

More traffic
Walking fo school

Consumerism ;
Children taking expenditure on them for-granfed
(Confinued)

(Continued)
Safe and less safe environments

OWN EXPERIENCE OF BEING PARENTED
Role models - own parents?
Experience as eldest child in a family

PARENTS’ CONCERNS ABOUT PARENTING STANDARDS
Worrying about others’ percepfions of their parenting skills
Parenting in the public eye
Quality fime
Working mothers and reconciling roles

Possibility of over-compensating
Development of parenting styles

Learning on the first child

Spending less fime with younger children

Erosion of rules over time with successive children

SUPPORT FOR PARENTS
Education
How do you know what you are doing is right ?

(Workshop involving participanis with children of varying ages.)
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I would suggest that you now revisit the provisional coding frame you have
already developed and consider whether any of the themes or categories identi-
fied in Workshop A might be useful in understanding what was being said in your
own focus group session. '

I have also noted at the end of these excerpts some details about the composi-
tion of groups. All of the software packages also allow for storage of information
about groups (and, indeed, individual members) (e.g. in N-Vivo these are referred
to as ‘attributes”), and when carrying out searches after coding has been com-
pleted these are brought to bear in interrogating the data — in much the same way
as you would use cross-tabulations in quantitative analysis (see the grid or matrix
presented in Chapter 10).

Grounded theory
Many focus group researchers claim to be using a ‘grounded theory’ (Glaser and

Strauss, 1967) approach to data analysis, which relies on using categories gener-
ated by participants. Clearly, however, it is not feasible to approach data analysis
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as an entirely ‘empty vessel’ with no preconceptions about what you are likely to
find, and Melia (1997) has pointed out that most researchers, in fact, use a prag-
matic version of grounded theory, which recognizes the need for some statement
of focus and intent (necessary to write a research proposal and to secure funding
and ethical approval). Although you probably will have quite a good idea, at the out-
set, of the themes likely to arise — what Ritchie and Spencer (1994) call ‘a priori’
codes — this provides no more than a starting point. Be alert to the analytic poten-
tial of phrases used or concepts appealed to by focus group participants. Udo
Kelle talks about ‘in-vivo’ codes and describes them as ‘theories of members of
the investigated culture’ (Kelle, 1997). These can be readily distinguished from
‘a-priori’ codes in that their meaning is unlikely to be immediately apparent and
they are likely to require some explication by the researcher.

Focus groups are especially conducive to the development of ‘in-vivo’ codes, par-
ticularly where the researcher actively engages the participants in speculation and ten-
tative theorizing. These can helpfully be described as akin to ‘soundbites’ and are
often related to a particularly colourful quote, perhaps from one focus group partici-
pant, which nevertheless sums up-a common or shared perspective. Participants, as
well as researchers, are aware of the potential of comedy to illuminate complex social
processes, and in several of the workshops with the virtual topic of the challenges of
parenting, spontaneous reference was made to the same television programme. This
was a UK series presented by the comedian Harry Enfield and featured a challenging
adolescent called Kevin. What made it especially relevant for focus group participants
was the way in which it underlined the rapidity of the transition from angelic little boy
to difficult and unreasonable adolescent. This was the aspect of the sketch highlighted
by everyone who appealed to this in the course of focus group discussions and it was
this portrayal of rapid transition, in particular, that appeared to strike a chord with
participants.

Another theme to which many of the focus groups alluded concerned a com-
plex set of ideas about changes to the social world in which children were being
brought up. Whilst most participants agreed that the world was a less safe place
for children nowadays, they acknowledged, at the same time, that the mass media
plays a important role in, perhaps, exaggerating the dangers posed by paedophiles
and were aware that they might be looking at their own childhoods through ‘rose-
tinted specs’. A related theme was the concern expressed about latter-day children
as ‘couch potatoes’ reliant on computer games in comparison to their own parents
and grandparents who had ‘made their own entertainment’. In one of the focus
groups a participant waxed lIyrical about her own childhood, saying that she had
been in the habit of spending all day cycling and picking bluebells in the woods,
and contrasted this with the pursuits of today’s children and the fears and result-
ing constant vigilance of their parents. At the same time she also acknowledged
the potential to overstate the dangers for children. Her statement struck a ready
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chord with other participants, who went on to use the phrase ‘picking bluebells in the
woods’ as a shorthand when they wanted to acknowledge the double-edged nature
involved in the potentially contradictory activities of looking backwards to a ‘mythical
past’ and commenting on the current preoccupation with children’s safety. Thus, in a
good-humoured, self-deprecating and ironic way, they explored some very complex
issues and illuminated underlying tensions, providing valuable insights into social con-
structions. Thus, ‘picking bluebells in the woods’ provides an excellent example of an
‘in-vivo’ code: it sums up, in participants’ words, a complex argument, but also requires
further explanation from the researcher in the ensuring written account.

Revising your coding frame

The following provisional coding frame was developed at a workshop where the par-
ticipants were more experienced researchers than those involved in Workshop A and
provides an example of greater analytical sophistication. Although this was their first
attempt at producing a coding frame, it serves as a useful example of what you might
expect to achieve by revising an earlier coding frame. In particular, these workshop
participants had taken on board the advice to try to conceptualize in terms of polar-
ities or continua, both of which are helpful devices (see Box 9.3).

Box 9.3 Provisional coding frame: workshop B

(N.B. Themes are presented aiphabetically, rather than in order of significance.)

ACHIEVING A BALANCE

Discipline vs. developing independence/individuality

Over-protectiveness vs. putting responsibility onto children

Over-reacting vs. ensuring physical safety

Wanting to know everything vs. ‘turning a blind eye’

Being neuroftic vs. identifying situations where you need 1o intervene

Trust
Allowing things in moderation rather than children sneaking behind your
back

CHANGE OVER TIME
Cultural change/societal change
Children are more vulnerable now vs. greater publicity afforded the
same issues
Walking to school
The role of the media
(Continued)

121



Doing focus groups

(Continued)

Learning on your first child
Loosening up vs. fightening up

Seeing childhood differently now that I'm older
! think I was a nightmare child!

DIFFERENCES BETWEEN CHILDREN
Gender

Treating male and female children differently

Parents worrying about different issues for boys and girls

The challenge of nuriuring the opposite sex child through puberty
Especially for single mothers of boys

Girls in more danger than boys OR boys in more danger than girls

Girls being more secretive

Boys being less communicative

Persondlity/Behaviour
Some children testing parents to the limit

Challenges for parents at different stages of childhood
‘Raging hormones’ - variation in behaviour from day to day

COUPLES AS PARENTS
Differences between couples
Parents sharing responsibility

PARENTAL ASPIRATIONS

Aspirations vs reality

Wanting to be the same as your own parents vs. seeking to be different
Being more open about sexuality

SEXUALITY

The challenge of nuriuring the opposite sex child through puberty
Especially for single mothers of boys

Siblings assuming a quasi-parental role

Puberty

Being more open than one’s own parents

WIDER INFLUENCES ON PARENTING
The media
Schools
Other parents - peer group pressure
Being more judgmental re single parents?
Financidal circumstances
Consumer pressures on children (including issues around weight)
Neighbours keeping parents informed

(Workshop with participants, most of whom are experienced researchers, and several of
whom have teenage or grown-up children.)
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Modelling coding frameworks

All of the software packages available emphasize the need to arrange codes in a
hierarchical order, as I have done above. However, they also have the facility to
present your codes in diagrammatic form, such as in N-Vivo’s ‘Model Explorer’,
which can be helpful, as this allows you to show links between subcategories
more clearly and with greater sophistication than is possible using simple lists.
This can also be imported into documents, which is an added bonus. It is possi-
ble to use such models to summarize virtually the entire argument or explanatory
framework applied to a research project (see also Gibbs, 2007).

Rather than viewing the relatedness of subcategories that are grouped under dif-
ferent broad themes as problematic, I would stress that it would be much more wor-
rying if data could be divided cleanly into separate categories without any linkages.
This, for me, would be a sign that the data might have been squeezed to fit avail-
able categories rather than the categories being derived from the data, which, par-
ticularly in qualitative research, tend to be complex and multi-faceted, with indi-
vidual sections from transcripts capable of fitting simultaneously into more than
one coding category, some of which may relate to different broad themes. Long —
or even short — data excerpts can be coded using up to around nine different themes
or subcodes (and this is allowed for by all of the computerized packages).
Sometimes exactly the same section of a transcript relates to more than one code,
but sometimes sections relating to one code are ‘nested” within larger sections,
which may relate to a broader code. At other fimes codes may overlap. For an
example of coded data excerpts that show nesting and overlapping in action, see the
examples provides by Frankland and Bloor’s account of how they carried out sys-
tematic analysis of focus group materials generated in their study of smoking and
giving up smoking in the school setting (1999, pp. 148-9)

In order to illustrate how codes can be broken down into further subcodes, I
have drawn on categories developed to provide an understanding of the data gen-
erated at workshops on the topic of fathers’ attendance at deliveries. Figure 9.1
provides an example of the sort of diagram that can be produced. This starts by
looking at the different types of relationship that might be involved and the issues
discussed in relation to each of these. The diagram begins to show how subcate-
gories are interrelated, with, for example, the issues ‘becoming a family’ — for the
‘couple’ — also involving a shift in their relationships with ‘wider family and
friends’. Another feature is the inclusion of both positive and negative aspects of
relationships and this could be used to develop a somewhat different diagram,
were this to be the focus of a section in a report or paper.

Another coding diagram (Fig. 9.2) shows how polarities can be used to ana-
Iytic advantage: in this case, in relation to constructions of the role of fathers. An
interesting aspect of this diagram is that it captures the double-edged nature of
‘advocacy’, which, at times, is presented as a positive feature of fathers’ role, but
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Relationships

e
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which is also seen negatively at times. This is in the context of men taking this
role ‘too seriously’ and reminding women, for example, that they have committed
themselves to enduring labour without pain relief. Such comments have been
assigned the subcode ‘being over-zealous’.

Figure 9.3 explores the theme of the ‘lay-professional interface’, with data
assigned the further subcodes of ‘professional management’, which relates to the
procedures involved in conducting deliveries; ‘professional attitudes’, which cov-
ers views about fathers’ attendance at deliveries (with a subcode for midwives’
attitudes, as they emerged as a particularly vocal ‘community of interest’); and
‘barriers’, which was used to explore the ways in which both professionals and
public acknowledged that the ideal of fathers’ attendance at deliveries could be
difficult to operationalize. With respect to ‘professional attitudes’, two particu-
larly interesting subcodes examine social constructions of health care profession-
als as, respectively, mothers and fathers. This takes account of the multiple roles
that we all inhabit and uses this to comparative advantage in showing how com-
ments and discussion in focus groups draw on these different sources — often to
throw assumptions and concerns into particularly sharp focus. Again, some health
care professionals joined with the researcher in the process of analysis by high-
lighting and providing commentaries on the insights afforded through looking
at the topic of fathers’ attendance through the very different lenses afforded as
professional and parent.

Lay-Professional Interface

N T

) Professionals’
Professional

Attitudes
Management

7 — \
Terminology

Co-opting Fathers

\ Timing
/ of Clinics

Barriers

HCPs HCPs
Midwives' as as
Attitudes Mothers Fathers

Change over &4

Time T Fear of

litigation

FIGURE 9.3 Coding: Multiple influences
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There is no easy formula for developing analytically sophisticated codes, and
this underlines the challenge involved in attempting to ‘teach’ qualitative methods.
Several commentators, including Hammersley (2004), have debated whether the
skills involved are ‘taught’ or ‘caught’. I suspect that a bit of both is involved,
although, undoubtedly, some people find this easier than do others. However,
there are some pieces of advice that it is helpful to bear in mind.

First, try to question, or ‘problematize’ your own disciplinary assumptions.
This is easier said than done, as these are likely to have been internalized to the
point where we may not recognize where our ideas come from, regarding them,
instead, as personal attributes. Here the multidisciplinary team comes into its own
and the analytic potential afforded by team discussion is discussed further in the
next chapter (Chapter 10).

It is important to remain alert to the concepts to which participants are appeal-
ing and pay attention to the language — and even sentence constructions and
rhetorical devices — they employ. This approach recalls the methods used in con-
versation or discourse analysis, but there is no reason why you cannot apply some
of these where appropriate, without having to adopt this approach wholesale. I
sometimes think that some of the skills involved are more akin to those required
in literary criticism — something with which I have some experience, having
started my student career in languages.

Always be on the lookout for tensions or dilemmas to which participants may
explicitly refer. These may also be implicit. In making sense of variation in per-
spectives it is also helpful to think about whether these can best be described with
reference to polarities (i.e. oppositional statements) or as forming a continuum.
However, as Howard Becker (1998) suggests, there is no timetable for such inspi-
ration; rather it forms part and parcel of the uncertain, continuously evolving iter-
ative process of qualitative research:

None of the tricks of thinking in this book have a ‘proper place’ in the
timetable for building such a contraption (in the case which we are dis-
cussing - a coding frame). Use them when if looks like they might move
your work dlong - at the beginning, in the middle, or toward the end of
your research. (1998, p. 9)

Many qualitative researchers have appealed to the notion of ‘saturation’ to
describe the point at which they judge their coding frame to be sufficiently robust
that it needs no further amendments. This point, however, is somewhat illusory.
As Mauthner et al. (1998) suggest, it is nearly always possible to return to a
dataset and identify further themes, perhaps after several years, bringing to bear
on your reanalysis insights gained from further reading, subsequent research proj-
ects and personal life events. However, in the ‘real world’ of deadlines for reports
to funding bodies and impending termination of short-term research contracts, it
is wise to settle for what could be described as a ‘good enough’ coding frame.

Starting o make sense of data

This does not absolve the researcher from engaging in the iterative process
described, applying a thorough and systematic approach developing coding frames,
or documenting the steps taken throughout the process of analysis. However,
ultimately the level of detail required by coding frames depends on the purpose
to which you wish to use your data. For example, for writing a report to funding
bodies it may not be necessary to move much beyond broader level coding,
whilst using subcodes to provide illustrative details. More sophisticated coding
schemes, such as the one illustrated in Fig. 9.3 above, can be used to write more
theoretically informed papers for peer-reviewed journals with a specific disci-
plinary focus (see further discussion on presenting focus group findings in
Chapter 10).

oy

Key points

Making sense of qudlitative data through assigning and developing a cod-
ing framework is a complex and inherently ‘messy’ process. This is because
qualitative methods provide insights into the highly sophisticated social
consfructions employed by respondents, including the many contradic-
fions that become apparent and the distinctions or qualifications that they
make along the way. That data cannot be slotted, once and for all, info a
neat coding frame is not, however, a limitation of focus group research;
rather it tesfifies to their unique potential fo elaborate and provide a
deeper understanding of the processes that underpin the development of
views and collective identities. Rigour is achieved through a systematic
and thorough iterative process, whereby coding categories are contfinu-
ously subjected to review in the light of disconfirming examples or excep-
fions to concepts and patterns identified. This process of interrogation is
further explored in Chapter 10. There are, however, some useful pieces of
advice with regard to starfing to make sense of your data:

o Don‘t rely on your topic guide to furnish coding categories.

e Do include ‘in-vivo’ as well as ‘a-priorf codes. Be alerf to the con-
cepts appealed fo and the language, sentence structure and rhetori-
cdl devices employed by participants. Note any fensions or dilemmas
and whether perspeciives are expressed in terms of polarities or
continua.

o Think about linkages between categories and fry to group these under
broad themes.

e Move back and forth (iteratively) between the coding frame (adding,
removing or renaming themes and categories, or reallocating cate-
gories fo other themes) and transcripts (recoding using the revised cod-
ing frame and generafing new ideas for further amendments to the
coding frame).
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Remember that categories can appear under more than one theme,
but make sure that you keep a note of where this has occurred.
Remember that any section of text can be assigned as many codes as
you think are appropriafe - codes can be co-terminous, nested or
overlapping.

Although you may revise your coding cafegories, don’t ever discard
any more detailed coding categories that you have assigned along
the way, as these could be the focus of lafer papers.

These works will giVé you more advice on how to start analyzing your focus group
data: ' '

Gibbs, G. (2007) Analyzing Qualztanve Data. (Book 6 of The SAGE Qualztatzve
Research Kir). London: Sage.

~Hussey, S., Hoddinott, P.; Dowell, 1., Wllson, P. and Barbour, R.S. (2004) ‘The -

sickness certification system in the UK: a quahtauve study of the views of gen-
eral practitioners in Scotland’, British Medical Journal, 328: 88-92 (see sup-
plementary materials for a detailed breakdown of the coding frame developed). .
Kelle, U. (1997) “Theory building in qualitative research and computer programs ..
- for the management of textual data’,” Sociological Research Online, 2:
http://www.socres online.org.uk/2/2/ 1.html

McEwan, M.J.; Espie, C.A., Metcalfe, J., Brodie, M. and Wilson, M.T. (2003)

‘Quality of life ‘and psychological development in adolescents with epilepsy: a
qualitative mvesnvaubn using focus group methods’; Seizitre, 13: 15-31.
Mason, J:'(1996) Qualitative Researching. London: Sage (espemally chap 6 on
Sorting, Organizing, and Indexing Qualitative Data).
Melia, K.M. (1997) “Producing “plausible stories”: interviewing student nurses’, in
G. Miller and R. Dingwall (eds), Context and Method in Qualitative Research.

10

Analytical challenges in focus
group research

Utilizing interaction and group dynamics fo analytic advantage 130
Constant comparison: inter- and intra-group differences 131
Identification of patterns 131
Group composition as a resource in explaining differences 133
Using group dynamics as a resource in analysis 135
Focus group participants as ‘co-analysts’ 136
Embracing complexity 138
Similarities between groups: interrogating surprises 139
Silences 141
Personal and professional backgrounds as resources 141

Chapter objectives
After reading this chapter, you should

appreciate the issues linked to deeper analysis of focus groups;
understand how to make use of the characteristics of the group for
advancing analysis;

London: Sage, pp. 26-36. e know how fo make sense of silence and how to deal with com-
: ‘ : plexifies in the analysis; and
o understand how fo identify paftemns in group discussions.

This chapter explores the analytic challenges raised by focus group research. It dis-
cusses and provides some hints on how to capture, and use analytically, the all-
important feature of group interaction. It acknowledges that focus groups can
overemphasize consensus and suggests ways to avoid — or, at least, to anticipate
this tendency. Although the group is the main unit of analysis, it is also worth tak-
ing account of individual voices in the group, and this chapter presents some
examples that show the benefits of paying attention to this issue. It also demon-
strates how the constant comparative method can be used to interrogate similar-
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workshops and a funded study. The usefulness of producing a matrix or grid is
highlighted, as this enables patterns to be systematically identified and guards
against impressionistic analysis, thus enhancing rigour. It is argued that gaps are
just as important as clusters in such grids, and the analytic potential of silences
(with some examples illustrating the importanée of what is not said in particular
contexts) is explored. The final section is concerned with using reflexively the
personal and professional backgrounds of research team members as a resource
in analyzing focus group data.

Utilizing interaction and group dynai'nics fo
analytic advantage

As Kitzinger (1994) stresses, the whole point of holding focus groups is to capture
the interaction between participants. Rather than simply extracting the comments
made by individuals, huge dividends can be gained by paying due attention to what
is happening during a piece of interaction, as the whole can be infinitely greater than
the sum of the parts. At a workshop where participants discussed their experience of
using general practitioners’ out-of-hours services, one focus group formulated a
solution that involved triage by a team of ‘telephone nurses’. This uncannily pre-
dicted the basic tenet of NHS 24, which was introduced some time later, and high-
lights the capacity of focus groups to develop solutions.

The way in which data tend to be presented can result in an over-simplistic
presentation of complex discussions (Green and Hart, 1999), and there is an
important difference between reporting the content of the agreement achieved by
the group and assuming that all members necessarily share these views outside of
the specific situation created by the focus group discussion. The above example
illustrates the usefulness of focus groups in harnessing participants’ creative
problem-solving skills, but caution should be exercised with regard to extrapo-
lating from this to talk about individuals® opinions. Focus groups can overem-
phasize consensus (Sim, 1998).

Not only may an apparent consensus mask important gradations or emphasis;
Waterton and Wynne (1999) comment that many discussions fail to reach a final
coherent position. This, of course, is-not a problem, unless the researcher is oper-
ating with the implicit assumption that each group will achieve consensus and
that this, in turn, will provide definitive grounds for comparison. It is also possible
for the thoughtful moderator to take account of the tendency of focus groups
to veer towards consensus and actively seek to recruit individuals likely to
hold contrasting perspectives (perhaps-by virtue of different circumstances or
experiences — see Chapter 5) or to build in questions or exercises designed to steer
discussion away from agreement to explore more contentious areds likely to give
rise to differences in opinion and debate (see Chapter 6).

Analytical challenges

Constant comparison: inter- and intra-group
differences

Researchers attempting to analyze focus group data frequently seek guidance on
the extent to which they should be carrying out analysis at the level of the group
and how much attention they need to pay to the comments expressed by individu-
als within groups. As always, the answer is not exactly straightforward; the thought-
ful data analyst will pursue several different strategies simultaneously. As discussed
in Chapter 7, it is helpful to have recorded details relating to focus group partici-
pants, so that you can access not only thumbnail sketches of groups in terms of
their composition, but also so that you can use information about individuals to
further explore intra-group differences. This may also, as we have seen, inform
further sampling strategies. Focusing on individual voices, however, is particu-
larly helpful in determining the extent to which a perspective is a collective one.

It is the systematic application of constant comparison that helps qualitative
data analysis to transcend the limits of purely descriptive accounts. This, in prac-
tice, means focusing on both inter- and intra-group differences.

Identification of patierns

Counting is an approach that is not entirely alien to qualitative data analysis.
Indeed, Silverman (1993) has highlighted the importance of counting in identi-
fying patterns in our data, distinguishing this from attempts to use numbers in
ways that attach significance to the actual values, and which I would describe as
‘bogus quantification’ (Barbour, 2001). The approach to data analysis advocated
by Ritchie and Spencer (1994), called ‘framework analysis’, depends on using a
grid to identify — indeed to ‘frame’ - patterns in the data. This allows you to see
at a glance the preponderance and distribution of comments on particular themes
in the various focus groups convened in the course of your study. You may wish
to produce more than one grid to cover a range of themes and coding categories.
An example is provided in Fig. 10.1, from a cumulative dataset generated at
workshops on the topic of fathers’ attendance at deliveries. This grid or matrix
summarizes the patterning with regard to the raising of specific issues (or codes)
under the broad theme of the lay/professional interface in the context of five
focus groups (with men, women, both genders, midwives, and male health care
professionals).

Whilst most of the groups talked about barriers and tensions, fear of litigation
is an additional issue that exercises health care professionals. The women’s
groups were more interested in discussing birth plans — perhaps because they had
personal experience of developing these or, in the case of the midwives’ group,
of trying to respond constructively to these in practice. Interestingly, comments
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Lay/professional Men as Fear of

interface Barriers liability litigation Birth plan  Tensions

FG1 Women VS VY v

FG2 Men A Vv

FG3 Mixed v v

FG4 Midwives v vV A VY N4

FG5 Male vV v IS
health care
professionals

FIGURE 10.1 Frames and grids.

about men in the delivery room being seen as a potential liability were confined
to the all-women groups, with this arising in both the all-women group and the
midwives’ group. Of course, both of these groups were exclusively female,
although the midwives’ group also included some women who were able to draw
on both their professional experience and their experience as mothers. Such a
diagram might also benefit from the use of initials (suitably anonymized) to
denote comments from individuals and it can also be helpful to include a refer-
ence to the location of this excerpt in the coded transcript (which aids in select-
ing quotes for writing up). This practice would also allow the researcher to take
account of individual voices and might result in further theorizing — for example,
with regard to differences in the perspectives of participants of varying ages
or length of professional experience. Again, software packages have the facility
to produce similar tables, which can be imported into other documents (see
Gibbs, 2007).

Importantly, the practice of developing and utilizing these grids guards against
impressionistic evaluations slipping into analysis. Given the need for the researcher
to begin some tentative analysis whilst generating and starting to process data, it is
inevitable that she or he engages in making some generalizations — perhaps merely
in summing up initial ideas to other members of the research team. Here, it is
important to capitalize on the additional information that is available to the team via
the original moderator. Traulsen et al. (2004) advocate that focus group researcher
teams routinely interview the moderator immediately after each focus group
discussion has taken place. Whilst this can be extremely valuable in produc-
ing detailed context-rich notes (as recommended in Chapter 6), I would argue
that it is even more valuable to build in a2 mechanism for harnessing these extra
insights during the process of analysis — and, in particular, to use these to inter-
rogate the patterning identified in grids as the research team attempt, collectively,
to furnish an explanation for the observed similarities and differences. This
was an approach that we used in our study of perspectives and responses to racist
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incidents, where we employed a team of moderators. We combined team analysis
sessions with further training for the moderators, most of whom were
postgraduate students. Had we relied on their immediate recall of the group dis-
cussions I suspect that we would not have used their observations to full advan-
tage, since this would have relied on us identifying in advance which aspects of
the focus group discussions, or individuals’ circumstances, were likely to be rel-
evant during analysis. However, there is no harm in using both approaches in an
attempt to marshal as much potentially useful information as is possible.

An illustrative example is the study focusing on racist incidents, when the team
members had sight of an early draft that contained the quote from the ‘indige-
nous’ white young men’s group that made reference to the ‘white Paki shop’.
Some team members thought that this had been wrongly attributed as these com-
ments were thought to have occurred solely in white women’s groups. However,
once the transcripts were double-checked it emerged that this reference had,
indeed, been correctly attributed. Perhaps because the young white men’s group
had proved to be such a rich source of data in relation to other themes, this refer-
ence had not featured in either the moderator’s or other team members’ recollec-
tions, which will always be partisan and partial.

Group composition as a resource in
explaining differences

Differences in the composition of groups can sometimes provide an explanation
for observed differences in emphasis or content of discussions, although it is, of
course, important not to leap to conclusions, but also to look systematically for
exceptions to such patterning. In workshops that used fathers’ attendance at deliv-
eries as the topic for discussion, groups consisting only of women talked much
more about the intimate aspects of childbirth.

Given the preponderance of women amongst those researchers interested in
attending focus group workshops, it was only occasionally possible to convene
all-male groups. However, the discussion arising in these was noticeably differ-
ent, providing an interesting contrast with the data generated in mixed gender
groups. In the all-male groups (with male moderators) the men talked in greater
depth and at greater length about the emotional impact of attending deliveries,
apparently feeling that they had permission, in this somewhat unusual context, to
talk about their feelings to a greater extent than usual — particularly, as in the
example below, where all of the participants were fathers who had attended deliv-
eries (see Box 10.1). This transcript stands out in that the men talked at consid-
erably greater length than was generally the case in mixed gender groups. The
language was also more emotional, although Colin attempts to distance himself
by using the ‘bloke-ish’ term ‘sprog’ and even Nick several times uses the word
‘bloke’ alongside a heartfelt account of his experiences. Interestingly, there were
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where mothers were also present.

The discussion that ensues is dependent not just on the composition of the
group, but also on the characteristics of the moderator, how these are perceived

by participants and the complex dynamics involved.

Box 10.1 An all-male focus group as an opportunity to air

‘feelings’

(Excerpt One)

Nick:

My experience was for our first child all the antenatal care was done by
a load of midwives who were taking place on a ... on a stage, basi-
cally, who were wielding around large forceps, saying. ‘Ho, ho, ho!’ -
which wasn’t particularly constructive, and ... But everything was
entirely done around the woman - the only comments they ever made
about the blokes was that .. | think there was about two things: one, er ...
‘We can have you removed if we want’ and, two, er, sort of, *‘Behave
yourself’, basically, sort of implication, and, fwo is, er, ‘The child - you're
not the legal next of kin - that’s the mother’. Now, | | felt, by the end of
this, was nothing and ... and there was nothing 1o ... to say. er, 'Blokes -
you may find it difficult seeing someone you love in such desperate
pain’, so, in terms of, you know, what their perceptions were of fathers
attending the birth, was they seem fo me fo have an attitude, “Well -
we don’t need them here anyway, ‘cos we can cope. We're not going
to provide any consfructive advice - particularly in ferms of what you
can do, other than, you know, bring some siuff that, ho, ho, ho.
Anybody from NTC here? Oh, well, you can bring your own little sprays
and blah de blah, bit of cotton wool and do a bit of dabbing, or what-
ever.’ It ... it was very oriented fowards the woman and there was noth-
ing about the bloke - everything about the bloke ‘would seem fo be
negative, but it was just conspicuous in ifs absence. That was more so the
case for the first child, when | suddenly found out that we’'d gone for
fwenty hours — a very long labour - in a lot of pain for.a lof of it, er, and |
was mostly shaftered the next day and i ... | redlly felt at that point it was
the antenatdl stuff that had ... that had just been a joke from the bloke’s
point of view, because if was a fraumatic experience: There was no
preparation - there was no recognition of it af all. it was entirely negative.

(Excerpt Two)

Nick:

I've gottosayl...l...I'mnot s»ure'whe’rher being from a heaith pro-
fessional background would make that much difference, in the sense

(Conftinued)
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(Continued)
that, er, the seeing a birth is - possibly the shock of birth, no blood and
guts issues at all - just going through such a prolonged period of time,
seeing somebody who ... who you love desperately being in such a ...
such an amount of pain.

(Excerpt Three)

Daniel: ... so he was brought back haif an hour later. *Here's your child.” So
we had ... that seems like ... I've often wondered if they swapped him
for another one actually, especidlly....

Colin:  (af the same fime) As bad as that, is he? (laughing)

Daniel: Oh, Jesus, terrible! (faughs and the others join in ) and *He can’t pos-
sibly belong to us - he must be somebody else’s!’

Colin:  Er, it'san ... it's aninferesting, er ... er, | think, that’s an interesting one.
Again, I'm reflecting on my ... my ... the ... the last experience when,
you know, Kirsty was out of if, so, effectively, you know, the child was
actually delivered to me - not her.

Eric: Ummm ...

Colin: ... ina. you know, so | was the one who saw the sprog coming out and
gefting minimal resuscitation and stuff and as then, you know, incu-
bated, and all that stuff but ... but, actudlly for three or four days, Kirsty
didn’t care a damn about this child that she’d wanted desperately
and fhadn’t and | then had the ... | (laughs) you know, but | have had
no difficulty at all - slightly to my surprise - accepting this, er, child that
I didn"t particularly want. Now, | don’t know if that whole, you know,
the whole experience, or the business of being present at the birth
and the ... was instrumental in it or not, but | can imagine it would
help. But it would be really odd if you were off on your oil rig ... and
you came back and there was your ready-made family, that would
be a bit, ‘Wow!’, you know, wouldn't it?

(Excerpts from Workshop Fathers” Focus Group)

Using group dynamics as a resource in
analysis

Brannen and Pattman (2005) reflect on the critical comments about manage-
ment’s performance with regard to implementing family-friendly policies
in the workplace made by men in an all-male focus group moderated by a
female researcher. They comment that the group dynamics made for a partic-
ularly lively discussion, and suggest that this was a situation in which the
moderator enjoyed a special position where she was accorded a certain privi-
leged status.
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Sometimes, however, group dynamics operate to pit participants against each
other, as illustrated in the following excerpt (see Box 10.2). In the context of work-
shop discussions on fathers’ attendance at deliveries, the influence of midwives was
apparent, in that certain issues were more likely to be raised — in particular, viewing
men’s presence as an impediment to the practice of professional skills (as could also
be seen in Figure 10.1). Rather than simply seeking to identify the views of the var-
ious participants, attention to the context in which comments are made and the
exchanges between group members allows us to develop an analysis that takes
account of the complexities involved, including the explanations, justifications and

Analytical challenges

speculate alongside the researchers and to ‘theorize’ about what was happening.
Although some participants — as did those in focus group discussed earlier in
Chapter 8 — acknowledged that they would need to rethink their use of the term
‘Paki’ if it caused offence, others hinted that they might be offended — or feel
rebuffed — if what they viewed as a term of endearment was not accepted in the
manner intended. Thus, the focus groups revealed gradations in terms of people’s
views and how far they were prepared to go in defending these (see Box 10.3).

tentative hypotheses advanced by people taking part in our research.

Box 10.2 The impact of group dynamics

I was moderating a focus group discussion as parf of a workshop. The group
comprised two middle-aged physicians who were both fathers and two young
women, neither of whom were mothers. The men started the discussion by mus-
ing about whether it was importanf for fathers to be present. One of them, who
had several children, and who had also done an obstetrics job, confessed that
he could not specifically recall whether he had actually aftended the birth of
his first child. The two young women were visibly shocked by this and embarked
on a long discussion about choosing a partner and impressing upon him the
need to be there at the delivery. | did not think that they would have made
these points so forcibly had the two men not been there and claiming expert-
ise in an area where they, as women, might have felf they had the prerogative.
Interestingly, | was talking about this as an example at a subsequent workshop
when one of the participants revealed that she had, in fact, been one of the
young women in question and agreed that they had felt ‘wrong-footed’ by the
men’s comments. Although, in the course of this second workshop, she had
taken part in a discussion on the same fopic (on this occasion moderated by
another workshop participant), the argument about the importance of select-
ing pariners on the basis of their wilingness to be involved at the birth was
notable for its absence in the resulting transcript.

Focus group participants as ‘co-analets’

Box 10.3 Focus group participants as ‘co-analysts’

Participants in the ‘indigenous white’ focus groups carried out in the course of the
research info reporting of racist incidents alluded to the common Scottish prac-
fice of adding an ‘ie’ to a word fo provide a diminutive, as in *chippie’ (chip
shop), ‘bookie’ (bookmakers), or *offie’ (off licence). This was particularly preva-
lent with regard to using diminutives for naming people, as Jenny explained:

In saying that, the West Coast culture always shortens everything and puts an
‘ie” at the end of it - Jimmy; Hugh - no it's Hughie; Wiliam - Willy. Pakistani is just
a wee bif long, so it gefs shorfened o ‘Paki’. (‘Indigenous’ White Professional
Women's Group)

With very few exceptions, white focus group participants indicated that this
was something which they viewed with a cerfain sentimentality, and several
argued that extending such usage to ethnic minority groups signalled accept-
ance. In addition, some participants, such as the woman quoted below,
argued that they used the term *Paki’ as a shorthand to refer to properties other
than race, which illustrates the way in which such usage has become
enmeshed in popular parlance to the extent that it is very difficuit to tease out
precise meanings. Ellen went on to provide clarification:

A 'Paki shop’ is a shop that is opening very early and closing very late. It is
your local shop that does that. | have a shop down from me and they called it
the ‘White Paki's’ because it was white people. ... If was open at the most
ungodly hours and it was a white chappie behind it. (Indigenous’ White
Professional Women's Focus Group)

Focus group participants, who, as discussed in Chapter 6, are often very skilled
with regard to interacting in group settings, may engage in discussion, assuming
the informal role of ‘co-moderators’ and -even ‘co-analysts’. This certainly
occurred in the study reported below (see box 10.3), where participants became
animated and put helpful questions to each other. They also, sometimes, began
to formulate explanations for their own and others’ responses and started to

Also in the context of this same study, participants in several of the groups
became quite enthused by the seif-assigned task of questioning or ‘problematiz-
ing’ popular terms, highlighting the capacity of focus groups to encourage peo-
ple to look at their own perspectives and behaviour through a slightly different,
more analytic lens (see Box 10.4).
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Box 10.4 Focus group participants ‘problematizing’ popular terms/
concepts

Interestingly, discussion in one of the Asian groups acknowledged the formative
influence of Scottish upbringing and showed some sympathy with the view
that people might use the word without thinking. One of the male participants
commented:

If's because of the culture that they are raised in ... see, the family call

us ‘Pakis’. Then they pick it up from their parents -~ and, obviously, there

is peer pressure and peer groups, so that it's that culfural sort of setting

which engrains these phrases. And, at the same time, they might not be

actudlly racist in that sense, but it becomes a sort of normalized ferm.

Analytical challenges

woman quoted above, were unequivocal, others suggested that the meaning was
contingent upon the situation and found it hard to provide clear guidelines. This
might depend on the interactional context in which such incidents are played out
(see Box 10.6).

Box 10.6 Exploring complexity: example B

I mean, | have had so many people come up and ask me all sorfs of daft ques-
tions. And sometimes in a sarcastic way, but, you know, | just think, ‘Maybe they
are just questioning’ ... | think, sometimes, we as Asians get a bit all hotted up, you
know, 'It's cause I'm black’ and 'it's *cos I'm Asian’ and verbal abuse, harassment,

They don’t actudlly redlize that it is, you know, racist. (Man - Focus Group
with Representatives of Asian Organizations)

Embracing complgxiw

As previously emphasized, the analysis of focus group data is never a neat and tidy
business. Instead of shying away from complexity, valuable analytic insights can be
gained by engaging with it and exploring further those areas that are prone to multi-
ple interpretations. In the context of the above study, the complexities involved are
thrown into sharp focus with the revelation from some Asian participants who con-
ceded that they themselves used the word *Paki’. This gave rise to some spirited
debate; clearly, although this may be acceptable for some Asians, it is frowned upon
by others. The African-Caribbean group provided a parallel and suggested that,
whilst for some the defining factor is the imputed intent behind the usage of the term,
for others the use of such terms is never permissible (see Box 10.5).

the constant backdrop ...

(Young Asian Women'’s Focus Group)

Box 10.5 Exploring complexity: example A

Ben: it depends on what manner if is said, you know - like, somebody

could call me a ‘nigger’, you know, but if it was another black guy
saying it fo another, it's just termed as a figure of speech. | would-
n’'t find that offensive if that was another black guy, but it depends.
If it was a white guy that said it o me - it depends how it is said.

Eugenie: No, 1 would find it offensive, black or white - definifely.

(African-Caribbean Focus Group)
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Not only were there marked variations between groups, there were also impor-
tant differences of views within'groups sharing ethnic minority status, just as
there had been with the ‘indigenous’ white groups. Whilst some people, like the

Considering all of the focus group data generated for this project together, it
would appear that, for some white focus group participants, the focus group
discussions provided a forum where they began to explore the implications
of some of their taken-for-granted behaviour for those at the receiving end.
However, for some of the ‘ethnic minority’ participants the sessions allowed
them to reflect on the potential gap between the speaker’s intent and the way in
which they themselves interpreted comments. Thus, the two broad groupings
could be seen to be converging on a point - albeit from very different
standpoints.

Similarities between groups: interrogating
surprises

Similarities between groups can be just as illuminating as are differences, and
analytic purchase can be gained by paying close attention to these and consider-
ing the implications for the explanatory framework that is being built up as a
product of the research. Similarities — particularly when focus groups have been
convened with the express purpose of highlighting differences — can come as
something of a surprise, but it is important that we question these in the same
thorough manner. The following excerpt comes from a focus group with young
white men (see Box 10.7). However, since this point is not developed further, this
reference could have been missed, had the research team not been alerted to this
theme and had the process of analysis been less systematic. This underlines the
importance of continuing to interrogate data thoroughly, not glossing over impor-
tant similarities that may provide valuable insights.
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Box 10.7 Recognizing the potential of illuminating similarities

Mod: So, that's a racist incident involving the police - what about those
not involving the police?
Dave: If there’s a fight between a black person and a whife person, how

can you tell if it's a race-related incident or a genuine disagree-
ment? Just saying ...

Stuart: Generdally people, for example, just see red and atfack. Just

~ because if's differenf coloured people - it could be two white peo-
ple, or two black people. For exacily the same reason - just one was
white, one was black. ,

Roddie: (Recounis how the local community signed a petition to support an
Asian shopkeeper threatened with closure.) It showed them that
they weren’t dlone.

Mod: Mmm ...

Roddie: See, if you had a fight and it's two, say - | hate saying ‘white’ -~ fwo
white kids and they're shoufing and bawling af one another and fighi-
ing. buf, if they're a black and a white guy, fighting wi' one ancther,
and you get angry. your inteligence switches off, this bif takes over,
and you just say whatever comes o your fongue - and, if the guy’s
black, you're gonnae call him a black whatever.

Dave: Mmm ...

Roddie: So, if again that becomes a racially motivated thing, just because
you‘ve switched off the thinking bit of your brain for a second, and ...

Dave: ... and you just find something to insult them about ...

Roddie: Aye,

Dave: If they weren’t a black person, you’d find something - they wear
glasses ...

Roddie: Or, if they're wee-er than you - ‘Short-arse’.

Dave: Yeah, they're a ‘small-arse’, or, it's back fo, em ...

(‘Indigenous’ Young White Men'’s Focus Group)

The propensity of young men for ‘frouble’ in the form of arguments and getfing
into fights was also acknowledged in most of the focus groups with serving
police officers. There was also a fleeting reference made to this during discus-
sion in the young Asian men’s group:

(Here the group are falking about what they think makes for a racist incident.)

Hampreet: When you say something first and then you get it back ... When some-
one says something and you give-it back - they are both equally as
wrong. Buf, when there’s no need for if, that’s racist.

(Young Asian Men's Focus Group)
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Silences

What is not said can be as important as what is said during focus group discussions
and, indeed, in all qualitative research encounters. Poland and Pedersen (1998)
outline the multiple meanings that silences may have. Realist approaches to pro-
ducing data would view silences as a problem (Collins, 1998) to be addressed by
more sensitive moderating. Of course, some silences may be the product of the
researcher foreclosing discussion or omitting to ask key questions. Not only may
the researcher be held responsible; blame can also be apportioned to the partici-
pant, and Poland and Pedersen (1998, p. 301) highlight the often implicit assump-
tions of some qualitative researchers as to what constitutes a ‘good’ respondent.

However, the silences that hold analytic potential are those that cannot read-
ily be attributed to shortcomings on the part of the researcher — or the research
participants. As Poland and Pedersen (1998) have argued, these are a valuable
resource in analysis, since both what they call ‘silences of estrangement’ (where
issues have no salience for participants) and ‘silences of familiarity’ (where
issues are not explicitly mentioned, as their importance is taken for granted)
serve to highlight significant themes that might otherwise be overlooked. The
attentive and theoretically sensitive moderator may become aware of such
silences during a focus group discussion and may be able to avail her/himself of
the opportunity to raise this at the end of the group, using an introductory com-
ment such as, ‘Other groups have talked about X but this is something you
haven’t really mentioned ...".

Personal and professional backgrounds
as resources

What often alerts the researcher to both emphases and absences in the data is the
disjuncture between her or his own ideas and those represented in the data.
Burman et al. (2001, p. 451) reflect: ‘As women who were once girls we shifted
between being researcher/observer/listener to participant, as aspects of girls’
experiences resonated with our own. Burman et al. (2001) also allude to the
insights afforded by the differing responses and interpretations of research team
members. Hall and Callery (2001) have also highlighted the value of reflexivity
as a resource in the analysis, and Barry et al. (1999) describe how their research
team used discussion about their own value stances and experiences to advantage
in interrogating their data, through the process of developing a provisional cod-
ing frame, to producing an analysis and making decisions about how to present
their findings. The team can therefore be a valuable resource in the analysis. My
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own role as the one social scientist working alongside four general practitioners
(GPs) on a project exploring GPs’ views and experiences of sickness certification
afforded a similar valuable vantage point. At one of the project meetings where
we debated our coding categories and revised our coding frame, we had noted
that there were many instances of GPs bemoaning the fact that they were fre-
quently in worse shape than the patients who came requesting sick notes. Whilst
the GPs on the team shared their colleagues’ indignation, I saw this as ‘data’. We
subsequently decided to include one such statement in our second round of focus
groups to explore this idea further.

1t is. probably evident from the examples provided here that the iterative
process of qualitative data analysis is time-consuming and intellectually demand-
ing, particularly where one aims to transcend the purely descriptive and provide
a more analytic account. As argued earlier, the key to this process lies in theoret-
ically informed sampling and in theoretically sensitive moderating and paying
close attention to the group processes happening during discussions. An analytic
approach hinges on the ‘constant comparative method’, which involves, as the
name suggests, constantly comparing and contrasting participants’ comments,
looking for — and seeking to explain —~ differences between individuals and groups;
distinctions that individuals or groups may make; and justifications advanced and
arguments pursued.

[}

Key points

One of the main challenges involved in analyzing focus group data is that
of reflecting and utilizing the interaction between participants, taking
account of group dynamics. Focus group data are inherently complex, with
discussion often occurring at more than one level and serving muttiple func-
tions for the various participants engaged in co-constructing a response.
Focus groups, by acting as a forum through which individuals “worry away’
at a specific issue or set of problems, can help them to formulate potential
solutions. Even where this is not the overt purpose of holding focus group
sessions, this illustrates another way in which the *whole’ of focus group dis-
cussions can be ‘greater than the sum of the parts’. Key to systematic
analysis is the identification of pattferning in the data (through employing
some form of counfing) and then seeking to formulafe explanations for
these patterns and, indeed, for lack of specific patterns in some cases. This
frequently involves the researcher in interrogating the relationship between
other codes and other coded excerpts, as the analysis is refined and, par-
ficularly, as exceptions are identified and the insights thatf they provide are
explored.

Suggestions as to how to ensure rigour and maximize the analytic poten-
tial of your data analyses include the following: -

Analytical challenges

Be careful not to take excerpts out of context. Look at where they arise
in the discussion, what other comments may have prompted these, and
consider what the speaker is using the utterance to achieve; for exam-
ple, providing a supportive environment for others, staking a claim to
membership of a specific group, or emphasizing her or his separation
from others.

Pay attention to what is happening (in terms of group dynamics and the
end product/point) during focus group discussions. Is the group producing
a collaborative account, a potential solution or blueprint, is one particl-
pant being encouraged by others to reformulate his or her views or expe-
riences, or are participants individually recasting their own ideas?
Although the group is the main unit of analysis, you should also pay
attention fo individual voices. Whilst focus groups can overemphasize
consensus, a focus on individual members can inferrogate apparent
consensus, by highlighting any discordant voices.

Remain open to other explanations for identified patierns. Differences
between groups can perhaps be explained by reference fo the shared
characteristics that informed your sampling decisions. However, focus
groups are complex pieces of interaction and other factors are likely to
have a bearing, including group dynamics, the confribution of individ-
ual participants, and unanticipated differences between individuals (in
terms either of characteristics or perspectives).

Sometimes unexpected similarities between groups can be just as illu-
minating as differences.

The key to identifying patterns in your data is fo use some form of counting.
Grids can be helpful, but only insofar as you use the results as a basis on which
to speculate as fo the reasons for such patterning and begin 1o theorize.
Silences can be equally illuminating, provided that you can demon-
strate that they do not arise as a result of the moderator intervening to
cut off discussion or being remiss in asking particular questions.

Use reflexively your own reactions to excerpis from focus group discus-
sions. Personal as well as disciplinary backgrounds impact on how we
interpret data and the feam can be a valuable resource in analysis.

Further reading

The following works will lead you deeper in to advanced analysis of focus groups:

Frankland, J. and Bloor, M. (1999) ‘Some issues arising in the systematic analysis of
focus group materials’, in R.S. Barbour and J. Kitzinger (eds), Developing Focus
Group Research: Politics, Theory and Practice. London: Sage, pp. 144-55.

( Céntinued )
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( Continued, )

Gibbs, G.R. (2007) Analyzing Qualitative Data (Book 6 of’ The SAGE Qualitative
Research Kit). London: Sage.

Matoésian, G.M. and Coldren, J.R. (2002) ‘Language and bodily conduct in focus
group evaluations of legal policy’, Discourse and Society, 13(4): 469-93.

Poland, B. and Pedersen, A. (1998) ‘Reading between the lines: interpreting
silences in qualitative research’, Qualitative Inquiry, 4(2): 293-312.

Ritchie, J. and Spencer, L. (1994) ‘Qualitative data analysis for applied policy

research’, in A. Bryman and R.G. Burgess (eds), Analyzing Qualitative Data.
London: Routledge, pp. 173-94.
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Chapter objectives
After reading this chapter, you should
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o understand how fo make full use in your analysis of what your focus

groups have to offer;

e know about the ways to present and render transferable findings

from focus groups; and :

e see the more potential recent developments like using virtual

groups.

This final chapter reflects on how focus groups can be used to full advantage,
outlining some of the limitations of the ways in which they have been used and
emphasizing the significance of a comparative focus with the ultimate aim of
enhancing analytical sophistication. It argues that it is this comparative potential
that gives focus groups an ‘edge’ in relation to their capacity to produce ‘trans-
ferable’ findings. Challenges involved in writing up and presenting focus group
data are also examined and some suggestions are made with regard to anticipat-
ing and addressing these issues. Finally, it critically reviews the possibilities
afforded by ‘new technologies’ and speculates as to the future of focus group

research.
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Limitations and possibilities

Once the researcher has systematically used the sort of grid advocated by Ritchie
and Spencer (1994) to identify patterns in the data, the task of producing an
explanation begins. Although many researchers claim to employ ‘framework
analysis’, there is considerably less evidence of their engagement in interrogating
and seeking to account for such patterning (Barbour, 2003). Ritchie and Spencer
acknowledge that inductive or interpretive thinking is a much harder skill to cap-
ture. (1994, p. 193) and this may be why so many researchers fight shy of taking
their analysis one step further.

Of course, some of the hunches that inform our sampling strategies turn
out not to be fruitful in terms of explaining differences between groups or
individuals within them. Returning to the study by Black and Smith (1999),
which explored the responses of women in Australia to the death of Princess
Diana, the researchers explain that, although they had expected age to be an
important dimension, this did not appear to be the case. Fortunately all is not
lost in qualitative research if initial hypotheses are not supported — if the
comparisons we make in interrogating our data do not provide the patterning,
and hence analytic purchase, for which we had hoped. Since qualitative
methods — and focus groups in particular — generate such rich data, there are
always other differences, dimensions or processes that we can explore.
McEwan et al. (2003) had anticipated that there would be marked differences
in the perspectives of adolescents with epilepsy taking part in separate focus
groups convened with 12-13 year olds, 14-15 year olds, and those aged 16
or over. In the event, there were surprising similarities between the groups.
McEwan et al. speculate that this may simply reflect the general cultural shift
involved in the increased ‘time period’ assigned to adolescence and conclude
that it might be profitable to include over-18 year olds in future research on
this topic.

Having acknowledged that age did not appear to have a noticeable difference on
perceptions of Diana and her death, Black and Smith (1999) were able to compare
women’s responses and sentiments along a continuum ranging from very positive,
through neutral, to very negative. They interrogated their data with reference to pub-
lic discourses and representations of Diana, which were in evidence throughout the
period when the study was carried out. Notwithstanding the small number of focus
group sessions involved, their analysis achieved a considerable degree of theoreti-
cal sophistication. They reported that the women in the groups provided their own
reflexive commentaries, which, whilst they drew on individuals’ own lives and
experiences, centred around the central task performed in the groups, namely, that
of accounting for deviant feelings in an atmosphere of public grief, depicted most
forcefully in media images. They explain:
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The women who spoke in the groups did not identify with Diana as a
feminist martyr struggling with a heartiess spouse, her body image and
the pressures of juggling work and the family to represent the causes of
women. Rather they saw her as an admirable person who had tried o
bring love fo her children and whose life had ended in tragic circum-
stances. The identification, if any, was conservative, maternal and onto-
logical rather than radical and political. (1999, p. 276)

Thus, even when the data do not allow us to tell the anticipated story, their
richness affords ample scope for analytical interrogation. There is, then, no
excuse for simply taking refuge in outlining themes in a descriptive manner.
Crossley (2002) provides a commentary with regard to her own move away from
using focus group data to illustrate general themes identified in research and her
adoption of an approach that allowed her ‘to capture some of the more important
processes of social action and moral negotiation occurring during the course of
focus groups’ (2002, p. 1471).

Presenting focus group findings

Wilkinson (1998), who reviewed focus group studies published between 1946
and 1996, reported that data are most frequently presented as though drawn
from one-to-one interviews ‘with interactions between group participants rarely
[being] reported, let alone analyzed’ (Wilkinson, 1998, p. 202). This probably
reflects the realist assumptions that often underpin the use of the one-to-one
interview (Billig, 1987; Potter and Wetherell, 1987), whereby interviews (and,
indeed, focus groups) are seen as opportunities for ‘data grabbing’ (Collins,
1998, p. 1). .

Of course, the strict word limits of some journals present quite a challenge for
presenting focus group findings and there can be a temptation to shorten excerpts,
or to concentrate on finding examples of individuals’ comments that can be seen
to reflect discussions pursued elsewhere by the group as a whole. Whilst this can
help to cut down on words, it can have the unfortunate effect of taking comments
out of context and can lead the reader to ask why focus groups were employed in
the first place.

There is, inevitably, a tension between publishing findings in peer-reviewed
journals (which may allow scope to develop theoretical arguments and the pres-
entation and discussion of lengthy data excerpts) and publishing in journals likely
to be read and heeded by health care professionals. There may, then, be a case
for producing exactly the sort of ‘summary’ paper — perhaps for a journal that is
read by practitioners — notwithstanding the issue that the academic researcher
may feel this does not do credit to the conceptual sophistication of her or his
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work. Nevertheless, Crossley (2002, 2003) used the different possibilities offered
by two journals to her advantage to present her work in different ways, using her
paper in Social Science and Medicine to explore the theoretical insights offered
by data from one focus group and her paper published in the Journal of Health
Psychology to compare the findings from her focus groups to illuminate ideas of
health as a moral phenomenon.

Although there are, inevitably, some who still regard all qualitative research as
unreliable and anecdotal, focus group findings can be very persuasive.
Macnaghten and Myers (2004) reflect: © ... the claim to have something new to
say relies, at least in part, on the sense of authenticity conveyed by the colloquial
words on the page and their contrast with the register of the academic argument
going on around them’ (2004, p. 77). The power of focus group data is partly a
function of its ready appeal and partly a result of the rhetorical devices employed
by authors (Seale, 1999). Macnaghten and Myers’s comment serves to remind us
of the implications of preserving our focus group participants’ inarticulacy whilst
contriving to tidy up our own theoretical arguments through the use of multiple
drafts (Barbour, 1998b). Again, there is no easy answer, but we should perhaps
question whether there is any inherent value in refusing to tidy up participants’
comments, when our intention is to present these in print, in contrast to when
we analyze the data, when preserving their original words is undoubtedly more
important.

Transferability of focus group findings

The other advantage of giving careful thought to sampling to facilitate comparison
is that it affords an opportunity to contextualize our research findings. Although, as
discussed in Chapter 2, focus groups excel at exploring “Why not ... 7’ questions,
it was argued that we can run into problems if our research looks only at those
who fail, for example, to take up screening opportunities, thus sampling by deficit
(MacDougall and Fudge, 2001). '

Making use of the comparative potential of datasets, however, can also con-
tribute in terms of rendering transferable the findings produced by focus group
research. Even at the planning stage, there is evidence of considerable theoretical
sophistication in the research carried out by Curtis et al. (2002), which looked at
patients’ perspectives on physician skills in end-of-life care, and which antici-
pated the issue of transferability by comparing patients with chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease (COPD), cancer and AIDS. We would do well to bear in mind
the potential of focus groups to contextualize our research in this way.

Focus groups afford an especially economical way of achieving this ambitious
aim. Provided that we have read around the topic widely enough and have some
idea of the other contexts to which our emergent explanations and theoretical
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frameworks might be transferable, it is seldom necessary to convene more than
two or three additional focus groups in order to test out our hypotheses. Of course,
this may well necessitate a further proposal and ethics application, but certainly
provides exciting possibilities. Simply by convening further groups, which
comprise different combinations of individuals, we can go some way towards
addressing these challenging questions with regard to transferability. Herein lies
the unique potential of focus groups — their capacity to allow the researcher to
return to the field in the time-honoured fashion advocated by Glaser and Strauss
(1967), but without adding significant costs or time to the project. It is in this
respect — and this respect only — that focus groups offer genuine economies. I am
not advocating the convening of additional groups ‘out of the blue’, as one read-
ing of the term ‘wildcard group’ (Kitzinger and Barbour, 1999) might suggest. Of
course, such an approach would raise ethical issues and might even necessitate
the renegotiating of ethical permission from the relevant committees. I am rec-
ommending, rather, that the researcher consider recruiting to additional focus
groups individuals who could legitimately have been included in the original
groups, but bringing them together in a different combination, grouping them in
respect of different characteristics. Thus it would only be the groups that would
be different, not the people involved.

Potential for new developments

It is almost de rigueur to end by making a plea for further research. However,
there can be no definitive right or wrong way to design a piece of focus group
research: choices will always depend on the research question, the sort of data
being sought, the theoretical frameworks, skills and epistemological assumptions
that the researcher brings to bear on the topic, the setting in which the research is
being carried out, the availability and demographic characteristics of potential
participants, the funding available and the research timetable. As with the enter-
prise of qualitative research itself, the answer lies in learning from other pieces
of research and giving careful consideration, in the light of others’ experiences
and one’s own past experience, to the possibilities that exist in relation to con-
vening and carrying out focus groups in any given research project.

There are, however, some particularly promising recent developments related to
the use of focus groups in order to advance our understanding of collective iden-
tity and to unpick the analytically rich theoretical framework of ‘habitus’. Whilst
my enthusiasm regarding this work — carried out, respectively, by Munday (2006)
and Callaghan (2005) - undoubtedly reflects my own theoretical and disciplinary
leanings, this does appear to me to be work that holds enormous potential for fur-
ther developing focus groups as a method and focus group data analysis as a
theoretically informed and rigorous practice.
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‘Virtual’ focus groups - the future?

There has been some interesting debate with regard to the potential afforded by
‘virtual’ focus groups, where the participants do not actually meet, but are
brought together either through telephone or video-conferencing, through con-
vening online groups and utilizing naturally occurring materials posted on web-
based discussion sites. Bloor et al. (2001) highlight the immediacy and collapsed
spatial distance afforded by the Internet. Online focus groups are particularly
useful when researching remote populations (Underhill and Olmsted, 2003)
and Kenny (2005) found telephone conferencing invaluable in engaging with a
geographically spread population of Australian nurses. I have used telephone
conferencing to access senior members of professional groups who were geo-
graphically dispersed. One interesting aspect of this latter usage was that indi-
viduals were less likely to dominate the discussion than in face-to-face groups,
perhaps because, in the absence of visual contact, they cannot rely on signifiers
of status and body language to stake their claim for preferential treatment
regarding ‘air-time’. Telephone conferencing has also been used successfully to
discuss sensitive topics, such as the experiences of families involved in organ
donation (Regan, 2003). However, Regan advises that additional time be allo-
cated to preparation of a virtual environment that is conducive to discussing sensi-
tive topics. In particular, participants may be concerned about anonymity, which
is an issue also raised by Bloor et al. (2001) and Stewart and Williams (2005),
who discuss the implications of using web-boards that require discussants to
complete a registration process.

Some further practical hints in relation to computer-mediated focus groups are
provided by O’Connor and Madge (2003), who describe the software conferenc-
ing technique they have developed, and Sweet (2001), who discusses technical
obstacles and how to overcome these. Notwithstanding some of the additional
challenges of such approaches, they are worth considering in certain situations.
In particular, they can offer economies in terms of recruitment, travel costs and
transcribing (as online discussions come ready transcribed). They can also be
used simply to furnish a sampling pool for more conventional qualitative research
(Williams, 2003). Online discussions can also dispense with some of the problems
associated in matching moderators and groups, since gender (Campbell et al.,
2001) and age of the moderator need not be made explicit and hence do not have
an impact on the data generated (although, of course, participants will make their
own assumptions, perhaps based on the language used and style of responses).
However, there are also disadvantages and their relative importance has to be
weighed up in the context of the particular research project under discussion, and
its aims and focus.

Comparing the advantages of face-to-face and online focus groups, Campbell
et al. (2001) concluded:
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The face-to-face format caused some participants 1o hold back from
discussing information that they felt was too personal or potentially
embarrassing. ... The need fo type, however, may have led some
people to shorten or omit comments they would have voiced in a
face-to-face discussion. (2001, p. 101)

‘Where researchers rely on established chat rooms to ‘harvest’ pre-existing dis-
cussion material for research purposes, they lose control over the amount of
background information they can collect in order to contextualize responses
(Bloor et al., 2001, p. 78). “Harvesting’ online data also raises important ethical
considerations (Robson and Robson, 1999). Stewart and Williams (2005) high-
light the complications concerning data storage and anonymizing, since the orig-
inal data are automatically available to all discussants. This means, in turn, that
individuals can, at least in theory, be identified by others through deductive
disclosure.

Campbell et al. (2001) and Underhill and Olmsted (2003) both found that
online discussions and face-to-face groups produced similar amounts of data and
that there was a lot of similarity in terms of the themes identified. Schneider et al.
(2002) also compared online focus groups and face-to-face discussions, in this
case in the context of eliciting users’ views of a number of health-related web-
sites. They reported that the online contributions were shorter and that participa-
tion was more uniform. They conclude that online and face-to-face focus groups
can have different roles, depending on the nature of the research question and the
degree to which equal but succinct participation is considered important as com-
pared to more extended, but uneven, engagement.

Campbell et al. (2001) carried out online and face-to-face focus groups to
explore perspectives on risk and colon cancer. Their face-to-face participants
were recruited from amongst those identified, but not selected, to take part in a
quantitative study and online participants were recruited via a national colon
cancer online support association. Their experience, however, suggests that
researchers need to carefully consider the implications for sampling of reliance
on computer-mediated formats. Campbell et al. (2001) report that the partici-
pants in their online focus groups tended to be younger, better educated and had
higher incomes than did those taking part in face-to-face groups. This could be
crucially important, depending on the topic under study.

Another factor to take into account when deciding whether to use face-to-face
or web-based discussions is the relative importance within the project under
consideration of naturally occurring as opposed to researcher-facilitated data.
Reflecting on their experience of using computer-mediated groups to study the
views of faculty members with regard to using technology in the classroom,
Franklin and Lowry (2001) acknowledged that an important disadvantage of
the online format was that it reduced the ability of the moderator to guide the
discussion and request elaborations and this may require enhanced moderator
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skills (Stewart and Williams, 2005). Bloor et al. (2001), however, point out that
asynchronous discussions unfolding over time — as opposed to ‘real-time’
exchanges, which can be fast and furious — are much easier to moderate, although
they do not give quite the same immediacy.

As with the other choices and decisions debated here, there is no definitive
answer. Bloor et al. (2001) provide the following measured summary of the
potential of virtual focus groups

Virtual focus groups are not the future of focus group research. ... However,
virtual focus groups do offer a useful siablemate in the focus group fradition,
and a worthwhile new fool for the social researcher. (2001, p. 75)

Concluding remarks

Focus groups, if used appropriately and imaginatively, really can ‘reach the parts
that other methods cannot reach’ (Kitzinger, 1995). In order to optimize their con-
tribution, however, it is crucial that the researcher give careful consideration to
the philosophical and epistemological underpinnings of focus groups as a quali-
tative method. As well as discouraging the abuse of focus groups, for instance as
a ‘back door’ to survey-type data, this guards against the development of unrea-
sonable expectations that would otherwise only be disappointed. This also poten-
tially saves the researcher many hours of agonizing over perceived limitations
and challenges, but allows instead for aspects such as the active involvement of
the researcher in generating data, group dynamics or constantly evolving per-
spectives to be recognized as the resource they are and not as problems to be
overcome. Focus groups can be used to develop analytically sophisticated find-
ings, but only if their full comparative potential is harnessed, through thoughtful
sampling. The constant comparative method, with the associated continuous
interrogation and review of emergent explanatory frameworks, serves to protect
the focus group researcher from the temptation of slipping into employing an
impressionistic approach. In addition, the transparent reporting of the process of
developing coding frames and carrying out analysis should ensure that such alle-
gations are a thing of the past. There are, undoubtedly, considerable challenges
involved in planning, running and analyzing focus group data, but the rewards are
well worth the effort. Running a successful focus group can produce a real ‘buzz’
as the researcher generates truly fascinating material and begins to engage with
this ‘on the hoof’ as it is generated, anticipating analysis and even eliciting the
collaboration of participants in co-producing early but nevertheless theorized
accounts, b

There are no ready answers, but ample scope for imaginative and creative use
of focus groups. Because of the inherent flexibility of focus groups there are
almost infinite possibilities. It is also important not to be too precious in our
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application of focus groups and also not to succumb to the comfort and
attractiveness of our own disciplinary ‘certainties’. Group methods are not the
sole preserve of the research community, and this opens up interesting possibili-
ties for collaboration with professionals with groupwork skills rather different
from our own (such as management consultants and teamwork facilitators).
Although not without its challenges, such multidisciplinary work could yield
exciting dividends (Barbour, 1999a). Staying open to new approaches need not
mean sacrificing rigour, as is sometimes feared. I often think there are parallels
with the genre of science fiction writing: the sheer range of possibilities afforded
by focus groups and science fiction throws into particularly sharp focus the lim-
its of the researcher’s and writer’s imagination. T hope that you will embrace this
challenge creatively, but rigorously, as you explore the exciting possibilities pre-
sented by focus groups as a method ~ whatever your own discipline, level of
research experience, or research topic.

]

Key poinis
By way of a few last words of guidance | would offer the following:

e Although focus group data can be used descriptively, this approach
has important limitations.

+ Seek to maximize the comparative potential of your study through theo-
reticdlly informed sampling and extensive interrogation of your dataset -
not just by identifying patterns, but by striving to furnish explanations
for these.

o Focus groups produce very rich data and there will always be con-
siderable potential for comparison, even if this is along lines other
than you had originally foreseen when drawing up your sampling
frame.

o Focus groups offer unique advantages in terms of their capacity to
enhance the transferability of your findings.

» Don’t rely exclusively on quotes from individuals when presenting your
findings. Use some excerpts that reflect the interaction between
participants, especially where the perspectives involved have been
developed coliaboratively or through argument amongst focus group
members.

o Think about writing up your research for a range of audiences and
identify relevant journals. This may involve you in publishing in places
you would not normally consider.

* Develop a publications sirategy and capifalize on the knowledge of dll
tfeam members regarding the range of potential journals that serve dif-
ferent disciplinary interests.
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Focus groups are an inherently flexible method and the only limitation
on their use is likely to be the imagination of the researcher.

Although ‘new technology’ offers fantalizihg new possibilities, it is
important to weigh up the pros and cons and it is unlikely that these will
supersede focus groups as we have used them until now.

Finally, there is no substifute for well-thought-out projects whose
research design allows for focus groups 1o be used fo full advantage.

ﬁﬁﬁher reading

The varries current debates and issues addressed in this chapter are outlined
in more detail by these authors:

Callaghan, G. (2005) ‘Accessing habitus: relating structure and agency through
focus group research’, Sociological-Research Online, 10(3),
http://www.socresonline.org.uk/10/3/callaghan.html

Macnaghten, P. and Myers, G. (2004) ‘Focus groups’, in C. Seale, G. Gobo,
JF. Gubrium and D. Silverman (eds), Qualitative Research Practice. I.ondon:
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- Munday, J. (2006) ‘Identity in focus: the use of focus groups to study the con-

struction of collective identity’, Sociology, 40(1): 89-105.
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online focus groups for social research’, Qualitative Research, 5(4): 395-416.

Glossary

Coding frame A template or system for organizing the content of franscripts
info themes and sub-themes. It can consist of a list of broad themes with their
corresponding subcategories, or can involve represeniation in diagrammatic
form, showing more complex relationships between themes and coding
categories. Such femplates can be generated manudlly or by using a
computer soffware package designed for qualitative data analysis.

Community development An approach to working with disadvantaged
communities (offen, but not necessarily, in developing countries) in order to
produce knowledge (that allows for the identification of problems and devel-
opment of potential solutions) with the aim of improving their material and/or
social conditions.

Constant comparative method This involves continuously and systemati-
cally comparing and contrasting the comments made in separate focus
groups and by different individuals within groups. It also refers to using the
findings of other studies in order to confexfudlize one’s own findings
through highlighting and seeking to explain similarities and differences.

Dataset In focus group research this refers to the transcripts, notes or anno-
tated recordings generated through discussions, as they are organized into
themes according fo the coding frame (see above).

Debriefing This refers fo exchanges between the researcher and focus
group paricipants after the session has ended and may consist of address-
ing participants’ questions or concerns (such as explaining the use to which
data will be put, or the procedures for ensuring anonymity) and provision
of appropriafe contact numbers (for researchers, services or helplines) or
relevant leaflets or specially designed information sheets.

Delphi group This approach most commonly refers fo a combination of a
survey, the results of which are fed back to an experft panel (see below),
which then discusses these and makes decisions as to their relevance.

Expert panel A group seen as holding specidlized knowledge (as defined
by a professional group or by the research team). The panel may meet for
a focus group discussion or may be involved as a ‘virfual’ group, where
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members either exchange responses via telephone, e-mail or written
documents or correspond directly and individually with the researcher.

Focus group discussion A group convened for research purposes that relies
for data on the discussion generated between participants.

Focus group interview A group method that relies on asking the same ques-
tion (or series of questions) of each participant in furn.

Framework analysis An approach developed in order to aid constant com-
parison by producing grids (or frames) that allow for the systematic identi-
fication of pafterning in the data.

Hedqith services research Research that crifically examines the ways in
which health services are organized, provided or experienced by users.

Mixed methods studies This refers to studies that employ more than one
approach to generating data, whether this involves combining quantita-
tive and qualitative methods or different qualitative approaches (such as
observational fieldwork, interviews or focus groups).

Moderator The researcher who runs a focus group, putting questions to par-
ficipants, and clarifying with them their meanings and any distinctions they
are making in the course of their discussion.

Nominal group technique Literally meaning a ‘research-convened’ rather
than pre-existing group, the term is most often used to refer to group ses-
sions that involve a ranking exercise, with participants generatfing a set of
priorities, which they then rank.

Piloting Trying out questions, topic guides and stimulus materials in order fo
establish whether these are likely fo elicit the sort of data required for the
research project at hand. This procedure dalso indicates whether particular
lines of questioning and terminology are acceptable to participants.

Promptis These are supplementary questions or items fo be used in addition
to the broad questions on a fopic guide (see below) only in the event of
these not arising spontaneously.

Purposive sampling Sometimes used interchangeably with “theoretical sam-
pling’, this refers fo utilizing prior knowledge to guide selection of parfici-
pants. This is done through anticipating the characteristics of potential
respondents likely to give rise to differing perspectives and accounts of
their experiences and using this fo inform decisions about who to
approach and invite to take part in a research project.

Reflexivity This refers to acknowledging the input of the researcher in
actively co-constructing the sifuation that she or he purports fo study. It

Glossary

also alludes to the use to which such insights can be put in making sense
of or interpreting data.

Respondent validation Attempts (verbal or written) to check with those
who have taken part in focus groups the accuracy of the interpretations
and findings produced by the researcher(s).

Sampling frame A scheme for ensuring adequate coverage/diversity in
selecting focus group participants. It lists combinations of demographic
characteristics or affitudinal positions likely To have an impact on perspec-
fives and experiences. Sampling frames can be represented in grid form fo
enable progress to be checked, as groups are convened.

Second-stage sampling This refers to augmenting sampling at a later stage
(once inifial focus groups have been run and preliminary analysis has been
carried out) by convening groups that involve either new fypes of people
or that simply bring the same types of people together in focus groups in
different combinations.

Social constructionism An approach that sees social phenomena as
being actively constructed, mediated and sustained through social prac-
fice (including interaction).

Stimulus materials Pre-existing (e.g. health promotion leaflets, newspaper
clippings. carfoons or video clips) or specially designed materials that
encourage and help to focus discussion around the fopics the research
is designed o address.

Symbolic interactionism An approach fo research associated with the
Chicago School of sociology and most commonly involving observation of
naturally occurring interactions or exchanges. It encompasses the idea of
human actions as arising through the active construction of meaning
through discussion with significant others.

Theoretical Sampling See purposive sampling.

Topic guide A set of broad questions or headings that anficipates the areas
to be covered in a focus group discussion.

Transcript A text of the interaction in the group discussion, usually repro-
duced verbatim,

Triangulation This refers fo attempis to compare data obtained using dif-

- ferent methods and is based on the notion of corroboration or validation

borrowed from the quantitatfive fradition.

Virtual focus groups These can be felephone discussions (which are similar
to face-to-face focus group sessions) or web-based varieties, involving
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either sequential responses via discussion fora or reai-fime exchanges
between ‘live’ participants. Such approaches may involve the researcher
in convening groups and dictating the topic and questions (as with more
conventional focus groups) or may capifdlize on independently gener-
ated discussions that are available, but which were not originally intended
for research purposes.

Wildcard groups This term relates to additional groups that are convened
in order to plug any gaps in coverage that are identified as a study pro-
gresses. This may involve convening groups with new categories of partic-
ipant or simply selecting group members with respect to new criteria to
which the researcher has become sensitized.
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