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+ The Popularity 
of Focus Groups 

The growth in social scientists' use of focus 
groupshas been phenomenal. A search of 
both Sociological Abstracts and Psychologi- 
calAbstracts reveals only a handful of pub- 
lications about research that used focus 
groups during the 1980s, followed by a 
rapid upswing starting around 1990. By the 
end of the 1990s, the number of articles 
based on focus group research was well 
over 200 per year. Allowing for the lag be- 
tween when a research project enters the 
field and when it gets published, the rising 
number of articles in the early 1990s points 
to an active experimentation with focus 
groups during the middle of the preceding 
decade. This corresponds to the first ap- 
pearance of both methodological articles 
(e.g., Basch 1987; Morgan and Spanish 
1984) and textbooks (e.g., Krueger 1988; 
Morgan 1988) that presented the method 
for a social science audience. 

It is, of course, easier to describe the 
growing popularity of focus groups than it 
is to  explain why this occurred. Social sci- 
entists have only recently begun to pay 
careful attention to  the history of research 
in their discipliiles (e.g., Converse 1987; 
Platt 1996; see also Platt, Chapter 2, this 
volume), hence it is challenging to answer 
the question of why there was such a dra- 
matic increase in the use of a particular 
method. One way of understanding the 
evolution of research methods is to con- 
sider their strengths and weaknesses. For 
example, researchers during the 19.50s 
were especially fascinated by the possibility 
of representing a whole country's beliefs 
through just a thousand or so survey inter- 
views (Converse 1987). Siinilarly, the 
1970s saw an increasing interest in the pos- 
sibility of bringing about social change 
through the evaluation of experimental so- 
cial service programs (Campbell 1969). 
These strengths ostensibly explain the 
methods' respective popularity. 

If the strengths of a method are the pri- 
mary force that guides its usage, then an ex- 
amination of trends from roughly 1985 to 
1990 in the social sciences, as well as in the 
larger society, should reveal an increasing 
interest in a set of research goals that called 
for the use of focus groups. By most ac- 
counts, the single most compelling purpose 
that focus groups served was to  bridge so- 
cial and cultural differences. Thus Richard 
A. Icrueger and I urged our colleagues to  
"consider focus groups when you need a 
friendly research method that is respectful 
and not condescending to your target audi- 
ence" (Morgan and Krueger 1993:18). 
This was matched by a broader interest in 
recognizing and understanding diversity, so 
it is not surprising that focus groups have 
become a prominent tool for quite literally 
giving voice to  those outside the main- 
stream of society. (For summaries as well as 
critiques of this argument, see Johnson 
1996; Cunningham-Burley, Kerr, and Pavis 
1999.) It may be an overstatement, but 
there is undoubtedly a grain of truth to  the 
contrast between using surveys to summa- 
rize the views of the entire nation during 
the 1950s and using focus groups to get 
closer to the thoughts and experiences of 
smaller and more specific segments of soci- 
ety in the 1990s. 

T H E  MIGRATION OF FOCUS 
GROUIJS FROM MARKETING 

A different way of accounting for the 
shift toward focus groups is to  trace the ac- 
tual process through which they migrated 
from marketing and made their appearance 
in the social sciences. This approach re- 
places the seeining inevitability of focus 
groups with a more co~nplcx historical ac- 
count of their rising popularity. Most im- 
portant, it points to  a set of circumstances 
that still are exerting an influence on how 
social science researchers use focus groups. 

There is indeed a consensus that the cur- 
rent use of focus groups in the social sci- 
ences arose through contacts with market- 

ing, where it had been a popular technique 
since the 1950s (Johnson 1996; Krueger 
1994; Morgan 1998a). This is not the 
whole story of the origins of focus groups, 
of course, given that some of the most im- 
portant early work was done by the 
well-known social scientists Robert Mer- 
ton and Paul Lazarsfeld (see the introduc- 
tory chapter in Merton, Fiske, and ICendall 
1990). By the 1980s, however, that early 
work had heen largely forgotten, and 
nearly all of the usage in the social sciences 
applied versions of focus groups that origi- 
nated in the field of marketing. 

Throughout most of their history in 
marketing, focus groups have been an ap- 
plied technique that fell outside the bound- 
aries of academic market research. Because 
market researchers in academic settings 
had ignored qualitative methods such as fo- 
cus groups, there was very little in the way 
of research-based guidelines for the use of 
focus groups in marketing practice. Simi- 
larly, because focus groups were not in- 
cluded in the formal curriculum, most mar- 
keters learned how to do focus groups 
through informal, on-the-job training. In- 
deed, a review of my 1988 book Focus 
Groups as Qualitative Research in a mar- 
keting journal (McQuarrie 1990) suggested 
that if social scientists were paying more at- 
tention to  focus groups, marketing re- 
searchers might also want to take them 
more seriously. 

At first glance, this absence of academic 
attention to focus groups in marketing 
seems similar to  the dominance of quantita- 
tive inethods in the social sciences during 
this period. The key distinction, however, 
is that focus groups were widely used in ap- 
plied marketing practice even if  they were 
largely ignored in academic settings. This 
situation posed a dilemma for social scien- 
tists who were becoming interested in focus 
groups. Although there clearly was a sub- 
stantial knowledge base about focus 
groups, this knowledge was not available 
through textbooks or the usual research lit- 
erature. 

One especially striking feature of the 
empirical reports of marketing focus 
groups prior to 1990 is their vague descrip- 
tions of methodology. Froin a social science 
point of view, this would be unacceptable. 
For the marketers who wrote these articles, 
however, the details of their methods were 
the product that they were selling to  their 
clients. Whereas social scientists might be 
rewarded for publishing methodological 
articles that provided guidance about when 
and how to do focus groups, commercial 
marketers who did so would be giving away 
their "stoclz-in-trade." 

So how did social scientists acquire the 
knowledge they needed to use focus 
groups? One important pathway was 
through the field of social marketing. 
Starting in the 1970s, a group of inarketers 
sought to apply their techniques to "social 
problems," not just to  the marketing of 
goods and services (Andreason 1995). This 
led to a partnership between the marketing 
firm of Potter-Novelli and a group of ap- 
plied demographers who used focus groups 
to study fertility and contraception in Mex- 
ico (Folch-Lyon, de la Macorra, and 
Schearer 198 1). This early linkage between 
social marketing and demography is a nice 
illustration of the importance of a particu- 
lar context in the development o f  methods, 
because demographers, despite the quanti- 
tative dominance in that speciality, have 
continued to be an important influence on 
focus groups within academic research 
(e.g., Icnodel 1993, 1995). More recently, 
social marketing techniques, iilcludiilg fo- 
cus groups (Basch 1987), have been pur- 
sued by both academic and applied re- 
searchers in the field of public health, 
targeting a wide variety of health-related 
behaviors. 

Another point of contact was the con- 
nection between survey researchers and 
pollsters. Ironically, Lazarsfeld was one of 
the most important sources for this contin- 
~ ~ i n g  exchange between the more academic 
and more applied sides of survey research 
(Converse 1987). Within marketing, focus 
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groups were often treated as the f~rs t  stage 
In a research process that would be fol- 
lowed by surveys (Hayes and Tatham 
1989). Indeed, Inally lllarkcters asserted 
that the lack of statrst~cal generall~ability 
for focus group required confirmation by 
survey research. In practrce, this meant that 
focus groups came to be treated as a valu- 
able tool for creating survey question- 
narres. As academic researchers became 
more aware of this practlce, they begail to 
experiment wlth the use of focus groups In 
the development of their own survey In- 
struments. One ~llustration of thls practlce 
is the work of a group of researchers at the 
Un~versity of Michigan's Institute for So- 
cial Research who used focus groups to de- 
velop a survey on the scxual practices of gay 
Inen in one of the first socral science studies 
on AIDS (Joseph et al. 1984). In that case, 
the inclusron of a qualitative method in the 
creatlon of a survey instrument was eas~ly 
justified by the need to do exploratory work 
on a new topic in an understudfed popula- 
tion. Srnce that time, focus groups have be- 
come a routine option In the development 
of survey rnstruilleilts (Fowler 1995). 

For both social marlzetrng and survey re- 
search, there were exrstlng pathways be- 
tween marketing and applied research 
within the social sciences. Social scientists 
alw garned exposure to  focus groups 
through a nuinber of less formal inecha- 
nisms. In some cases, socral scientists who 
clid consultrng work added focus groups to 
the scrv~ces they offered (Richard Zeller, 
personal communicat~on). In other cases, 
coilduct~ng marketing focus groups pro- 
vrded employment for future graduate stu- 
dents in the social sclences (Rob111 Jarrett, 
personal co~nmunicat~on).  In my own case, 
I was devgnlng a project to use group dis- 
cuss~ons as a source of qualrtative data 
when a friend with exposure to marketing 
asked me why I was gorng to so much effort 
to relnvent focus groups (see the acknowl- 
edgments In Morgan 1988). 

Thcsc were just a few of the points of 
connection that ei~couraged the crossover 

of focus groups from marketing to the so- 
cial sciences. By the end of thc 1980s, this 
process was occurring in any number of dif- 
ferent places. For some fields, the nature of 
the connection was obvious, such as the use 
of focus groups in election campaigns and 
the subsequent interest among political sci- 
entists. 111 other fields, such as nursing, the 
source of the original coilnection remains 
less clear. What is clear is that the move- 
ment of focus groups into the social sci- 
ences was not something that happened just 
once. Similarly, it is probably not accurate 
to treat it as something that was champi- 
oiled by just a few advocates. Instead, the 
1980s produced a growing interest in focus 
groups across a number of social science 
fields. 

THE ACCEPTANCE OF 
FOCUS GROUPS 1N THE 
SOCIAL SCIENCES 

If the above discussion addresses some 
of the factors that affected how focus 
groups inovcd from marketing, what call be 
said about the context they moved into, 
namely, the social sciences during the 
1980s? First of all, it is important to  recog- 
nize that social scientists at that time con- 
sidered marketing, especially applied mar- 
keting, to be well beneath thein in terms of 
methodological rigor. This low-status ori- 
gin may help to explain why few of the 
early social science articles on focus groups 
inade inorc than passing mention of their 
debt to inarketing (for an exception, see 
Morgan and Spanish 1984). 

Most descriptions of the social sciences 
i11 this period (e.g., Denzin and 1,incoln 
1994) would show a quantitative doini- 
nance but would also mentioil an increas- 
ing interest in qualitative methods. This 
growing interest in qualitative methods was 
certainly a favorable influence, which helps 
to explain why focus groups reemerged in 
the social sciences at this point, after a lapse 
of some 30 years. Another relevant factor 

was the major reductloll in funding for so- 
c ~ a l  science research In the United States 
that began during the Reagan admln~stra- 
tion. Without external fundrng, researchers 
needed to pursue smaller-scale projects 111 

which they themselves d ~ d  much of the 
work. Focus groups were well surtcd to this 
constrarnt. 

The emphasls on evaluation research 
during thrs perrod also played an Important 
role. Both the development of programs 
through "formative evaluat~on" and the as- 
sessment of programs through "suinmatlve 
evaluatio11" could benefrt from rn-depth 
knowledge about specrf~c srtuatlons and 
specific client populatrons that focus 
groups provided (Icrueger 1 98 8, 1 994). It 
was relatively easy to adapt focus groups to 
these tasks, because the existing procedures 
for generating discussioi~s of cornmerc~al 
products could also f ~ t  discussions of socral 
services. 

Although there was a strong nlovement 
toward qualitative evaluation throughout 
this period (c.g., Patton 1990), focus 
groups frequeiltly functioned as supple- 
mentary stud~cs withill projects based on 
~LI~SI-experimental designs. This arrailge- 
ment was be~lcficial 111 many ways, because 
rt gave focus groups legitiinacy as a research 
method at the saine tiille it provided quali- 
tative researchers with access to fund~ng. 
Still, these "partnershrps" were typrcally 
organized around the assumptron that the 
quailtitatrve aspects of the project were the 
inost Important. The same could be said 
about the uses of focus groups 111 survey re- 
search. They provided quailtitatlve re- 
searchers wlth the opportunity to beneflt 
from a supplementary qualrtatrve method 
while largely rema~ning wlthrn the bound- 
aries of their tradrtional approach. 

All of this emphasis on the use of focus 
groups within quantitative research proj- 
ects raises O ~ V ~ O L I S  que~tions about the re- 
ception of focus group intervlewlng among 
researchers who had been trained In the use 
of other qualitative methods. This IS  an area 
that I personally have addressed ever since 

my earliest work oil focus groups (Morgan 
and Spanish 1984), and ~t I S  expl~cltly em- 
bodled in the trtlc of my 1988 book, bocus 
Croups as Qualztatzve Research. In my con- 
clusions to that br~cf  volume, I stated that I 
was "opt~mrstlc about the abilrty of focus 
groups to  establ~sh a unlque posltion within 
the existing array of mcthods for gathering 
qualitative data," and that "if we are to ex- 
pa id  our horrzons to rnclude focus groups 
as a routine optlon, rt will most likely hap- 
pel1 through their adoptloll by those who 
already have a solid background in qualita- 
tive research" (pp. 76-77). 

Although focus groups have lndeed es- 
tabllshcd their posrtlon as a qualltatrve 
method, the practrtloners of other qualita- 
trve methods have had l~t t le  to do with thls 
success. In a few cases, qualrtatlve research- 
ers have encouraged the growth of the 
f~eld, such as through sponsorsh~p of a spe- 
cral Issue on focus groups In the journal 
Oualztatzve Health Research (Carey 1995). - 
In other cases, they have d~scounted focus 
groups, as in Michael Agar and James Mac- 
Donald's (1995) unfavorable comparrson 
of focus group interviewing to ethno- 
graphic interviewing. By and large, how- 
ever, established researchers with expertise 

In qual~tatrve methodology have simply rg- 
nored focus groups. Because those w ~ t h  ex- 
pertlse in other qual~tat~ve methods have 
p a ~ d  little attention to them, these research- 
ers also have had l~ttle lnfluencc on the dc- 
velopinent of focus groups within the social 
sciences. 

The movement of focus groups into the 
social sciences thus presents a contrast be- 
tween r a p ~ d  acceptance 111 a variety of ap- 
plied f~elds and a more tepid reception 
frorn established qualrtative researchers. 
The most obvious change that occurred 
through t h ~ s  contact was the use of focus 
groups as a qualrtative method w~thrn  fields 
that had t rad~t rona l l~  relied exclusrvely on 
quantrtatlve methods. The focus group 
inethod rtself, however, drd not undergo a 
great deal of change In ~ t s  mlgratron from 
marketing to the soc~al sclences. 
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o Approaches to Moderatkg 

Most treatments of focus group inethodol- 
ogy emphasize the need to lteep the discus- 
sion on topic while encouraging the group 
to interact freely. It is the moderator's job 
to walk this tightrope. Arguably, there are 
many possible ways to balance the demands 
of both keeping a focus group discussion on 
topic and allowing the participants to ex- 
press their own interests. Yet most research 
projects rely on only a narrow range of 
moderating strategies. 

To understand what moderators do, it is 
important to distinguish between the larger 
role that moderators frequently play and 
the specific activity of moderating the focus 
group discussion. Although it is common to 
think of the moderator's role solely in 
terms of what happens during group dis- 
cussion, moderators almost always do 
more than that. In most focus group proj- 
ects, the individuals who act as moderators 
also design and oversee the recruitment 
process that brings the participants to the 
groups. They write the questions that will 
guide the discussions. Following group dis- 
cussion, it is usually the moderator's job to  
do the analysis and prepare the research re- 
ports. Elsewhere, I have argued that good 
recruitment, question writing, and analysis 
are just as esseiltial to  focus group research 
as good moderating, yet all of these activi- 
ties are far less visible (Morgan 1995). Like 
an iceberg, the most obvious aspect of mod- 
erating is only part of the larger reality. 

THE VALUE OF MORE 
STRUCTURED APPROACHES 
IN MARKETING 

To understaild why the marketing ap- 
proach to focus groups often uses a more 
structured strategy, it helps to understand 
the broader role that the moderator serves 
in that field. Moderators typically perform 
a boundary-spanning role that connects 
what their clients want to know with what 

the participants say in the focus groups. 
One of the most interesting aspects of this 
effort to connect clients and participants 
occurs when the clients, behind a one-way 
mirror, watch a moderator lead a focus 
group (for fuller discussion of this arrange- 
ment, see Morgan 1998b). Even when mar- 
keting researchers do not have clients 
watching from behind mirrors, they rou- 
tinely give videotapes of group proceedings 
to their clients, so that clients have a record 
of what the moderator did or did not do. 
Because moderating skills are one of the 
most costly things that clients are purchas- 
ing, being watched creates a strong incen- 
tive for inoderators to prove their skills by 
taking a visible and active role in directing 
the group discussion. 

This need to perform before a client who 
is paying the bills may be the single biggest 
difference between what moderators do  in 
marketing and what they do in the social 
sciences. I had the opportunity to observe a 
group of marketers and social scieiltists as 
they came to grips with this issue during a 
panel at the annual conference of the Amer- 
ican Sociological Association in 1998. The 
session was organized by a group of mar- 
keters who had university affiliations, 
whereas the audience consisted mostly of 
academic researchers. When the presenters 
discussed the routine (for them) aspects of 
renting professional facilities with one-way 
mirrors and dealing with the clients who 
were observing the proceedings from the 
"back room," it created quite a stir in the 
audience. Eventually, someone stood up 
and, in disbelief, asked the panel something 
like, "You mean to say that the people who 
pay you to do the research actually watch 
the groups from behind a mirror? What hu- 

~ - 

man subjects committee ever approved 
that?" The rest of the session amounted to 
an exercise in virtual cross-cultural com- 
munication as the marketers and the sociol- 
ogists attempted to sort out their different 
assuinptioils about how to do focus groups. 

For current purposes, the difference that 
matters most is that inarketers tend to use a 
more structured approach whereas social 

kpl- 

Table 7.1 COMPARISON OF MORE AND LESS STRUCTURED APPROACHES 
TO FOCUS CROUPS 

E 
ig 

More Structured Approaches Less St, uctured Approaches 
-- - - - 

Goal Answer resear~hers' questions Goal: Understand partrc~panls' thrnkrng 

Researchers' rnterests are domrnant. Partrcrpants' rnterests are domrnant. 

Questrons set the agenda for d~scussron Qucstrons gurde d~scussron 

Larger number of more spe~r f~c  questrons Fewer, more general quest~ons 

Specrf~c amounts of trme per questron. Flexrhle allocatron of hme. 

Moderator d~rects drscussron Moderator facrl~tates rnteraction 

Moderator "refocuses" off-toprc remarks Moderator can explore new drrectrons 

Part~crpants address the moderato1 Partrcrpants talk to each other 

scientists frequently use a less structured 
one. This difference has a long history, go- 
ing back at least to Merton's initial expo- 
sure to  1,azarsfeld's use of group interviews 
in radio research. After observing his first 
group, Merton voiced his opinion that the 
hired moderator was "inadvertently guid- 
ing the responses" and "not eliciting spoil- 
taneous expressions," so Lazarsfeld had 
Merton demonstrate his preferred style of 
iilterviewiilg by moderating the next group 
(Merton et al. 1990:xv-xvii; Rogers 1994). 

Table 7.1 summarizes the differences be- 
tween more and less structured approaches 
to focus groups across the board, regardless 
of who is sponsoring the research. The 
left-hand columil of the table lists the char- 
acteristics of more structured approaches, 
which center on the researchers' interests. 
The moderator's influence on the degree of 
structure begins well before the interview 
itself. The right-hand coluinn lists the 
equivalent characteristics of a less struc- 
tured approach, showing that participants' 
interests have a much greater impact on the 
course of the discussion. Taken together, 
the characteristics listed in the table indi- 
cate that the degree of structure has as 
much to do with the kinds of questions 
aslzed as with the way the moderator coil- 
ducts the discussioil of those questions. 

In fairness, the "need to perform" for 
the client is only one reason marketers tend 
to use a more structured approach. In addi- 
tion, marketing focus groups often involve 
members of the general public who have 
only weak attachment to the discussion 
topic. For inany inarketing topics, consid- 
erable effort must be expended not oilly to  
get the participants engaged initially but to  
keep them on topic during the subsequent 
discussion. It thus makes sense to organize 
the discussion around a well-defined set of 
concrete issues, such as what participants 
like or dislike about a product or service, 
how they would compare it to available al- 
ternatives, and what they might do to  im- 
prove it. 

There is thus a good fit between marltet- 
ers' more structured approach to focus 
groups and their need to work with partici- 
pants who have a low level of involvement 
wlth the research topic. The larger lcsson 1s 
that this approach to moderatiilg is d r~ven  
by a speclf~c set of needs and goals. When 
social scientists are operatrng in similar cir- 
cumstances, they too can beneflt from the 
strengths of a more structured approach to 
moderating. When the circumstances are 
different, however, they need to step back 
and consider whether t h ~ s  approach st111 
meets their needs. 
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QUESTIONING THE VALUE 
OF STRUCTURED APPKOACHES 
IN THE SOClAL SCIENCES 

Social scientists have a wider array of op- 
tions for how they do focus groups because 
they pursue a broader range of goals across 
a nuinber of different disciplines. This of- 
ten leads them to work on topics that arc 
quite different from those addressed in 
marketing research. One of the most im- 
portant contrasts is that social scientists are 
more liltely to work with participants who 
are closely connected to  the rcscarch 
topic-such as my own work with recent 
widows (Morgan 1989) and with care- 
givers for family inemhers with Alzheimer's 
disease (Morgan and Zhao 1993). When 
the participants in a focus group have a 
high level of personal cominitmeilt or emo- 
tional involvement with the topic, it is eas- 
ier for tllenl to start and rllaintain a discus- 
sion, so a less struct~lred approach is a 
realistic option. 

Yet social scientists have continued to 
emphasize a relatively structured approach 
to focus groups. This is particularly prob- 
lematic in situations where more structured 
focus groups run the risk of limiting the dis- 
cussion to  the topics the researchers want 
to  hear about rather than revealing the par- 
ticipailts' own perspectives. If social scien- 
tists' reliance on more structured ap- 
proaches to focus groups were simply an 
unquestioned inheritance from earlier 
practices in marketing, this would indicate 
a serious lack of critical thinlzing. The real- 
ity, of course, is morc complex. As I have 
noted in the earlier historical discussion, 
social marketing, survey research, and eval- 
uation research were some of the most iin- 
portant crossover points for the migration 
of focus groups froin inarketiilg into the so- 
cial sciences. Like marketiilg, each of these 
fields typically works with participants 
who have a low level of iilvolveillent with 
the topic. Because the needs of this type of 
social science research matched the more 
structured approach that was already prev- 
aleilt ill marlzeting, there was little need to 

modify the existing techniques. Further, as 
these fields supplied many of the first uses 
of focus groups in the social sciences, their 
reliance on a relatively structured approach 
to interviewing served as a inodel that influ- 
enced later applications of focus groups. 

This historical emphasis on structured 
approaches to interviewing is al\o present 
in nearly all of the books available about fo- 
cus groups, whicll place a great deal of em- 
phas~s on the things the moderator should 
do to lead the group. There is cons~derable 
drscus\ion of how to control difficult par- 
tlclpants and how to get shy people tallz~ng, 
how to control overly tallzative groups and 
breathe life into flat d~scussions, and thc 
Irlze. Thi\ kind of iilstructioil makes ~t easy 
to conclude that focus groups w~ l l  fall w ~ t h -  
out the active drrect~on of a h~ghly skilled 
moderator. It 1s not surprising, then, that 
most novlce moderators begrn w ~ t h  as- 
winptlons that einphasize a morc struc- 
tured approach, so they are l~lzcly to perpet- 
uate past practices unless they arc exposed 
to alternatives. 

One way that I have t r~ed  to  offer that al- 
ternatlvc-in addition to my published de- 
scrrptlons of less structured focus groups 
(Morgan 1997:39-42, 1998b:43-53)-1s 
through training sesslons that descrrbe 
what I personally consider to be my  deal 
locus group," wh~ch  is based on a less struc- 
tured approach. The ideal group would 
start w ~ t h  an opening questlon that was de- 
signed to capture the part~c~pants '  interest, 
so that thcy theinselves would explore 
nearly all of the issues that a moderator 
~nrght have probed. Then, just as the allo- 
cated amount of time for that questioil was 
runnlng out, one of the participailts 111 the 
Ideal group would spontaneously direct the 
other\' attention to the topic for the secoild 
qufitioil by saying winething like, "You 
know what really strikes me is how many of 
the things we're saylng are coililected 
t o .  . . ." 

Allyone who has done much inoderatiilg 
has experienced this inaglc moment, as the 
group goes rrght where you want rt to, 
without any help froin you. When that hap- 

pens, a less structured approach to moder- 
ating can keep the drscus\ion going w ~ t h  lit- 
tle more than a srn~le and a nod. In my 
vers~on of an ideal focus group, that kind of 
minimal rcsponw from the moderator 
would be all that was ever necessary, be- 
cause the group itself would work through 
all the topics of the iiltcrvJew guide. F~nally, 
5 or 10  illinutes before the session was sup- 
posed to be over, the discussion would be- 
gin to wind down, and the inoderator could 
illove toward closure with a typ~cal 
wrap-up request, such as, "This has really 
been wonderful, and I'd like to finish by 
having each one of you suminarize . . . ." 

In this ideal version of a less structured 
group, the moderator would have to ask 
only the first and the last questions. Beyond 
that, the group itself would cover every 
t o p ~ c  on the lilterview guide. Although thrs 
may sound l ~ k e  a fantasy, 1 have coine close 
to rt on several occasions. The tr~clz I S  to re- 
member that there is I ~ L I C ~  more to modcr- 
atlng than just what the moderator docs 
during the group. 

A less structured approach works hest 
when the participants thcrn\clvc~ arc ju\t a\ 
interested in the topic a\ the researcher I\, 

so the first step is a recruitillent process that 
carefully matches the participants to the re- 
\carch topic. Then the illoderator has to 
write a guide m which the first questioil not 
only gets the discussioi~ flowing but opens 
up a nuillber of other top~cs that the partlcl- 
pants w~ll  be eager to explore. So creatlng 
the possib~l~ty for a less structured focus 
group depends on a great deal more than 
the tli~ngs that a moderator does or domn't 
do du r~ng  the d~scussion ~tsclf. Indeed, 1 
like to say that the reawn I havc yet to mod- 
erate a group that fully matchc\ my ideal 
has as much to do with illy abilities at re- 
cruitment and question writing as with my 
moderating skill\. 

My version of this icieal inay be appro- 
priate for many social science research proj- 
ects (~ncluding the kind of work that I my- 
self do), but it is far less likely to work when 
the partrc~pants have a low level of involve- 
rnent with the research topic. And imagrne 

what w o ~ ~ l d  happen ~f someone used this 
moderating strategy for a consult~ng con- 
tract where the clrents were watching from 
behind a one-way mlrror. Wouldn't tho\e 
clients have to wonder why on earth they 
were payrng the moderator so much money 
to do "nothing"? Of course, the real work 
would havc been done before group discus- 
slon got under way, 111 the recruitment pro- 
cess and the writing of the interview gurde, 
but none of that would show up duriilg the 
group itself. 

Nerther a morc structured nor a less 
structured approach to focu5 groups is ap- 
propriate 113 every c~rcurnstance. Instead, 
researchers need to make well-~nformed 
dec~s~ons  between t h o c  options. If  my trac- 
Ing of the h~\torical development of focus 
groups In the social sciences is accurate, 
f~elds \uch as evaluation, wcial marketing, 
and su~vcy research do indeed match \omc 
of the circumstances that lead marketers to  
use a inore structured approach. In other 
area\, however, social scientists' reliance oil 
illore structured focus groups inay be due 
to little illore than their greater familiarity 
with that approach. 

Viewing social sclence approaches to 
nloderatlng In h~stor~cal  perspective leads 
to the conclusion that the establrshed prac- 
tices deserve to be cont~nued In some cases 
and q~iest~oned In others. If  researchers are 
golng to questlon their c\tablished proce- 
dures, thcy need both a sense of what their 
optlons ale and a set of guideliiles for de- 
c ~ d ~ i l g  when one choice would be preferred 
over others. Fortunately, the exlstlng meth- 
odological knowledge about more and less 
structured approaches to moderat~ng now 
provides a startlngpoiilt for such dec~s~ons .  

-+ Comparing Individual 
and Croup Interviews 

The existing expertise that social scici~t~sts 
have developed in individual interviewing 
m~gh t  have served as a cons~derable re- 
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source for the development of focus groups 
as well. Instead, even the l~mrted contact 
between these two seemingly similar ineth- 
ods has been relatively hostile. Much of this 
hostil~ty has taken the form of questions 
about whether the data from focus groups 
are as "natural" or "valid" as the data from 
indrvidual Interviews. Further, the fear that 
focus groups not only produce poor data 
but can also be done more quickly than in- 
tenslve interviewing has led to a belief, in 
some corners, that they pose a threat to 
"real" qualltatlve research. 

Thls sectlon addresses both charges 
about the adequacy of the data from group 
interviews and concerns that focus groups 
might be used as a subjtitute for more 
in-depth approaches to qualitative re- 
search. Responding to  these concerns is 
only one goal. More important, rejearchers 
need to  learn from these disputes and move 
past them. An enlphasis on the mutually 
relevant aspects of rndrvrdual and group In- 
terviews will benefit both methods. 

ARE FOCUS GROUPS LESS 
NATURAL OR LESS VALlD THAN 
INDWID UAL INTERVIEWS? 

In both one-on-one and group inter- 
views, the Intervrewer and the research par- 
ticipant(~) work together to create their 
conversation, but ~t is the lntervlewer who 
lnrtlates the contact, determines the con- 
tent of the conversation, asks the questions, 

and serves as the audience for the respoi1\eb 
to those questions. From this perspective, 
Yvonna 1,lncoln and Egon Guba (1985) are 
r ~ g h t  to speak of "naturalistic" inquiry, 
rather than treatlng any form of interview- 
Ing as truly natural. At the same time, how- 
ever, L~ncoln and Guba clearly claim that 
qualitative lnterviewrng I S  more natural 
than survey Interviewing; thus, even ~f all 
methods are at best naturallst~c, some are 
apparently more natural than others. Un- 
fortunately, the idea of a hierarchy of natu- 
ralness has also carried over to the Idea that 

even if focus groups are qualitative inter- 
views, they are more artificial than 
individual, open-ended interviews. 

I had a particularly memorable encoun- 
ter with the idea that focus groups are less 
natural than individual interviews when I 
taught a workshop for several professors 
from the former Soviet Union, to help them 
study the transition to democracy in their 
home countries. My week of teaching 
about focus groups was preceded by a siini- 
lar unit on autobiographical interviews 
taught by an anthropologist. On  my second 
day of class, I was confronted with the 
opinion that focus groups are a contrived 
way of talking to  people, at least in compar- 
ison to the techniques that had been pre- 
sented the week before. In response, I asked 
the students how "natural" it is to  have a 
complete stranger spend several hours talk- 
ing about just the portioils of his or her life 
that involved politics. In contrast, I asked 
whether it wo~lld be possible to  bring to- 
gether a group of neighbors to discuss how 
the politics in their country had changed 
since independence. They responded en- 
thusiastically with remarks like, "You'd 
never be able to get them to go home!" By 
the end of the week, the students were en- 
gaged in a lively debate about the relative 
merits of individual and group interviews 
for the projects they were planning to  do. 

This simple example illustrates how 
even a small amount of prior familiarity 
with a technique can make it into a de facto 
standard for assessing what one encounters 
later. Although I personally believe that se- 
niority is the inain reason some people 
think of group interviews as less natural 
than individual interviews, there are sev- 
eral seemingly substantive reasons behind 
this claim, and it is instructive to  examine 
them. One possible source of the sense that 
group interviews are more artificial is the 
effort involved ill bringing together a num- 
ber of people for a focus group, which is of- 
ten more overt than the worlz that it takes 
to conduct a series of individual interviews. 
Thus a focus group appears to be more 

"staged" in comparison to  each of the sepa- 
rate meetings in a set of individual inter- 
views, even though it is the researcher who 
creates both kinds of conversations. 

The highly visible role of the moderator 
in focus groups is another source for the 
claiin that they are less natural than individ- 
ual interviews. This matches a belief that 
group dynamics are more complcx than the 
dynamics in one-on-one interviews, so the 
skillful management of the interview is 
more important to the success of focus 
groups. The problem with this claiin is that 
it is based on an appeal to common sense 
rather than actual evidence. In fact, it is just 
as easy to argue the opposite-that group 
interviewing is easier. As I have illustrated 
in the previous section, a group of partici- 
pants who are interested in a topic can keep 
a discussion going with very little direction 
from the interviewer. Of course, that ap- 
proach requires participailts who have a 
relatively high level of involveillent with 
the topic. But what about interviewing peo- 
ple who have little interest in a topic? 
Would you really want to spend an hour in- 
terviewing someone about bar soap or car 
seats? Yet marketers routinely getgroups of 
people to share and compare their thoughts 
about such mundane topics. 

Another way to question commonsense 
assumptions about the naturalness of indi- 
vidual versus group interviews is to  pose a 
counterfactual argument. What if social 
scientists had begun with group interviews 
and become interested in individual inter- 
viewing only at a later point-would that 
routine experience with focus groups lead 
them to think of focus groups as inore natu- 
ral and individual interviews as more prob- 
lematic? Interestingly, this rcvcrsal of for- 
tune is actually the situation in marketing 
research. There, focus groups are the 
better-established tool, whereas "one-on- 
oiles" and "customer visits" (McQuarrie 
1996) suffer by comparison to  the well- 
established procedures and well-known 
value of focus groups. Thus the sense that 
one kind of interview is more natural than 

another may be a simple reflection of which 
of the two is more familiar. 

From a claim that focus groups are less 
natural than individual interviews it is only 
a short step to the more serious assertioil 
that they are less valid. According to  this ar- 
gument, people are more likely to say what 
they "really" think in individual interviews 
because the presence of other participants 
during a focus group will influence what 
everyone says. It certainly is true that the 
same people might say different things in 
individual interviews than they would in a 
group discussion, but that does not mean 
that one set of statements is distorted and 
the other is not. Instead, if people say dif- 
ferent things in different contexts, that is an 
interesting fact that may well be worthy of 
study in its own right. Carefully designcd 
studies in which the same people are asked 
about the same topics in both individual 
and group interviews are rare, but Daniel 
Wight (1994) provides a particularly useful 
example in his work on adolescent boys' 
behavior toward girls their age. When ail 
adult inale interviewed these boys iildividu- 
ally, they displayed relatively seilsitive un- 
derstanding of what girls their age expect in 
a relationship. Yet when this same inter- 
viewer led the boys in group interviews, 
they exhibited noticeably more macho atti- 
tudes, bragging about how they could get 
girls to do anything that they wanted (see 
also Eder and Fingerson, Chapter 9, this 
volume). 

Wight explains this difference by argu- 
ing that being around other boys brought a 
whole set of male-oriented norms into play 
for his respondents. Group interviews 
ainong adolescent boys are thus likely to  in- 
voke a particular aspect of their peer cul- 
ture, but whether this is good or bad de- 
pends 011 what the research is about. For 
some purposes, observing the kind of ina- 
cho behavior that boys bring out in each 
other might be crucial. For other purposes, 
this predictable group dynamic might get in 
the way. Rather than claiming that one set 
of results is more valid than the other, it 
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makes more sense to  treat each method as 
more ~iseful for some purposes and less use- 
ful for others. 

There is no denying the fact that the 
types of interviews that researchers con- 
duct can shape the thlngs they hear rn Inter- 
view conversations. Unfortunately, there IS 

a gap In the basic knowledge that would 
predict when a researcher might hear one 
thing in group interviews and another t111ng 
froin ~ndividuals. At t h ~ s  point, httle more 
than generalities are available about the 
greater depth and detail to  be gained froin 
~ndlvldual Interviews and the po~sibility of 
observing socral norins at work 111 group 
d~scusslons. One way to improve the un- 
derstanding of what each inethod can and 
cannot do would be to do more studies like 
Wight's that provide systematic compari- 
sons of group and individual intervrews. 
This would certainly be inore prod~ictive 
than flirther debates about the relatlve nat- 
uralness and valldlty of the two methods. 

ARE FOCUS GROUPS A 
SHORTCUT THAT CAN REPLACE 
1NDW1DUAL INTEKVIEWS? 

The most proinineilt cla11n that focus 
groups amount to a stripped-down, short- 
cut approach to qual~tativc research is un- 
douhtedly Agar and MacDonald's (1995) 
critique, which appeared in the lournal Hzt- 
man Organzzatzon. I agree that the typ~cal 
practice of conducting three or four hrghly 
structured focus groups can never replace a 
serles of 111-depth, ethnograph~c Intcrvlews. 
What Agar and MacDonald ignole 1s the 
fact that focus groups that are done in this 
fash~on typically serve very applied pur- 
poses that are qulte different froin the pur- 
poses of most ethnograph~c research. 

bven ~f most focus groups are devgned 
to serve othel purposes, th15 st111 leaves the 
question of whether focus groups are inter- 
changeable wlth indlvldual Interviews in 
that they produce data that have the saine 
degree of depth and detail as those pro- 
duced by i11dividual intei-v~ews. I would ar- 

gue that it is quite possible to use focus 
groups for such purposes. One example is 
the set of 53 focus groups that Jenny 
Kitzinger (1994) conducted to understand 
how people think about AIDS and why they 
think that way. Kitzinger worked with a va- 
riety of groups in which the participants 
were already acquainted with one another 
(including members of a retirement club, 
mothers from a preschool, prison officers, 
and male prostitutes). Using preexisting 
groups allowed her to  hear how the partici- 
pants used elements of their shared experi- 
ences to discuss a controversial topic. This 
kind of focus group research can indeed 
produce in-depth information about cul- 
tural understandings, hut it is also quite dif- 
ferent froin small studies that serve narrow, 
applied purposes. 

These broad responses address the basic 
concern that originally motivated Agar a i d  
MacDonald's critique, but they do not 
speak to the substantive conclusions that 
those authors draw from their experience 
with group and individual interviews. It is 
instructive to consider three of the major 
points that Agar and MacDonald raise: 

t) Because the group interview format re- 
quires the inoderator to direct the discus- 
sion, focus groups produce a limited 
form of interaction that is as much like a 
meeting as it is like a conversation. 

+ Individual interviews encourage infor- 
mants to explain thelr "follc Iznowledge" 
to the interviewer, whereas the partrci- 
pants in a group conversation simply use 
their "indexed Itnowledge" without any 
need to explain themselves to  one an- 
other. 

t) Because of the limited I<iilds of interac- 
tion in focus groups, one inust make a 
line-by-line analysis of detailed tran- 
scripts in order to understand the process 
that produced the data. 

Agar and MacDonald's (1995) first 
point concerns their need to fall back on a 

directive style of moderating, despite their 
efforts to conduct a less structured group. 
With the benefit of hindsight, I submit that 
this problem was actually due to  a flawed 
recruitment process, which Agar and Mac- 
Donald theinselves characterize as a "com- 
edy of errors" (p. 79). Although Agar and 
MacDonald sought seven or eight LSD us- 
ers to discuss that drug, they ended up with 
just four respondents, only one of whom 
had extensive experience with LSD. As a re- 
sult, they had trouble conducting an un- 
structured group among participants who 
had little experience with the topic they 
were supposed to discuss. By coinparison, 
if the authors had intended to do an 
ethnographic interview, then locating only 
one experienced LSD user would have been 
sufficient. Even though Agar and MacDon- 
ald cite several focus group texts that ein- 
phasize the importance of recruitment, 
they seem to have followed a set of proce- 
dures that were more appropriate for indi- 
vidual interviewing. A pair of expert ethno- 
graphic interviewers managed to make one 
of the most common mistakes of novice 
focus group researchers. 

Even though Agar and MacDonald's 
failure to follow the standard advice on re- 
cruitment did have a predictable effect on 
group dynamics, their violation of the re- 
ceived wisdom on focus group recruitment 
also produced some interesting insights. 
Because the participants had a wide range 
of backgrounds with respect to the core 
topic, their discussion showed that teenag- 
ers who lack experience with LSD share the 
adult community's simplistic notions about 
the drug. If Agar and MacDonald had suc- 
cessfully followed the textboolc advice and 
created a homogeileous group of LSD us- 
ers, this finding would have been "designed 
away." This use of a homogeneous group to 
create more manageable group dynamics is 
another procedure that the social sciences 
have borrowed in a relatively unquestioned 
fashion from marketing. As a consequence, 
focus group researchers have done little to 
investigate the possible advantages of more 
mixed groups. Thus one benefit of Agar 

and MacDonald's inadvertent experiment 
with mixed groups is that it provides a rea- 
son to question traditional procedures in 
focus group research. 

Agar and MacDonald's second pornt, 
that the conversations in focus groups tend 
to rely on shared knowledge that does not 
need to be explained to an interviewer, also 
arises from their failure to follow well- 
established procedures in focus group re- 
search. The problem here is that their focus 
group participants were already acquainted 
through their involvement In the same drug 
treatment program. Agar and MacDonald 
complaln against the "rule" requiring 
stranger5 111 focus groups, but they fail to 
grasp that focus group participants who do  
not know each other will make t h e ~ r  "follc 
Iznowledge" explrcit as they explore the 
range of oplnlons and experrences the 
other partrclpants bring to the group. Focus 
group researchers have well-developed 
procedures for dealiilg with "folk knowl- 
edge" and "lndexed talk," such as encour- 
aging part~cipants to explore the degree of 
consensus and diversity In the group hy first 
"shar~ng" and then "comparing" their 
oplnrons and experiences (Morgan 1997). 
What is lacking IS a conceptual framework 
for discussing these issues, so Agar and 
MacDonald's abllrty to pinpoint and exam- 
~ n c  ~ssues related to  folk knowledge 1s quite 
useful. Thrs seems to be a case where indi- 
vidual and group iiltervlewlng have differ- 
ent ways of reaching the same goal, but re- 
search on individual Interviews has gone 
farther in developing concepts that could 
be beneficial In focus groups as well. 

The third polnt that Agar and MacDon- 
ald make concerns the need for deta~led 
analysis of transcripts that capture some of 
the bauc features of interactioil 111 focus 
groups, s~lch as pauses, overlapprng speech, 
and "back-channel" responses (hmm, 
unh-l~unh, yeah, and so on). I do not dis- 
pute the ~ d e a  that t h ~ s  kind of analys~s can 
offer certain advantages. I do, however, dis- 
agree with the assertion that only focus 
groups would benefit from the analys~s of 
interaction. In fact, Agar and MacDonald 
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(1995) present only the bare text in their 
examples from individual interviews and 
justify this practice on the grounds that 
they "are no  longer analyzing interaction" 
(p. 83). Even if group and individual inter- 
views differ in their basic forms of interac- 
tion, there is still much to  be learned froin a 
comparative analysis of the kinds of inter- 
action that they do share-such as starting a 
conversation, eilcouraging some responses 
and not others, and managing shifts in topic 
(see Schaeffer and Maynard, Chapter 28, 
this volume). Although Agar and MacDon- 
ald treat the need to analyze interaction as 
something that divides individual and 
group interviewing, I believe that it creates 
an opportunity for more dialogue between 
the two methods. 

Overall, considering Agar and MacDon- 
ald's claiins both reinforces some of the 
well-established principles behind why so- 
cial science researchers do  focus groups the 
way they do and calls some of those proce- 
dures into question. 011 the one hand, the 
mistakes that Agar and MacDonald made 
provide a cautionary tale against importing 
the assumptioils associated with individual 
interviews into focus groups. O n  the other 
hand, some of their "mistalzes" produced 
interesting data, and their efforts to under- 
stand the differences between the inethods 
deinoilstrate a set of conceptual fraine- 
works and analytic techniques that will be 
new to most focus group researchers. 
Viewed froin this perspective, this encouil- 
ter between group and individual inter- 
viewing does indeed serve the larger pur- 
pose of making social scientists aware of 
the need for both change and continuity in 
the ways they use their methods. 

As I noted at the beginning of this chap- 
ter, the experience that social scientists al- 
ready had with individual interviewing 
could have helped them in developing 
more innovative approaches to focus 
groups. Sadly, this possibility has been 
blocked by the need to  address the kinds of 
issues that dominate this section. Further, 
the need to answer charges about the value 
of group interviewing has produced a de- 

gree of defensiveiless in focus group re- 
searchers. The need to justify the reasons 
for doing focus groups not only diverts en- 
ergy that could have gone into innovation, 
it reinforces a reliance on tried-and-true 
procedures for doing group interviews. In- 
stead of arguing about the supposed superi- 
ority or inferiority of either method, social 
science researchers would do better to  
channel their energies into understanding 
both the differences and the similarities be- 
tween these two forms of interviewing. 

Underlying several of the specific points 
discussed in this section has been the claim 
that many of the differences between focus 
groups and individual interviews in the so- 
cial sciences arise from the different pur- 
poses that guide their use. It may be that 
these two methods will maintain their cur- 
rent division of labor, with more reliance 
on focus groups for relatively limited, ap- 
plied projects and greater use of individual 
interviewing for studies that require more 
depth and detail. Even if these different 
roles do persist, researchers need to  avoid 
the coilcl~ision that this difference arises 
solely from the inherent strengths or wealz- 
ilesses of either method. Instead, it is im- 
portant to recognize that both inethods can 
be adapted to serve a wide variety of pur- 
poses, and that the dominant direction that 
each has taken may be largely a result of his- 
torical circumstances. 

+ Finding New Directions 

Pay~ng ser~ous attention to the argument 
that methods arc shaped by the soc~al and 
hrstor~cal contexts in which they are used 
creates the posbibility of revislng and rein- 

venting research methods. But doing so rc- 
quires a reflexive awareness of why re- 
searchers use their itlethods in the ways that 
they do. As I noted at the outset, the very 
newness of focus groups in the social scl- 
ences presents an unusual opportunity in 
this regard, because t l i~s  field has not yet 
felt the full weight of tradition. Hence I will 

devote my coilcluding comments to ways 
that future researchers can both build on 
existing knowledge about focus groups and 
create new ways of using focus groups. 

CREATING CONTlNUITY 

Continuity does not just exist, it has to 
be created. The self-evident manner in 
which this occurs is through the unques- 
tioned acceptance of existing assumptions. 
The most important way in which social 
scientists justify their procedures is through 
inethodological research, so that they can 
offer evidence rather than tradition as the 
basis for their work. So it is not surprising 
that a group of social scientists who consid- 
ered "future directions for focus groups" 
(Morgan 1993) came to the conclusion that 
the field needs a prograin of research on fo- 
cus groups. The goal of that research would 
be to produce a better understanding of the 
difference it makes to  do focus groups one 
way rather than another. 

This ltind of methodological work is be- 
ginning to  appear (see the review in Mor- 
gan 1996), but it remains scattered and id- 
iosyncratic. One inajor factor that limits 
such work is the difficulty of assessing out- 
comes. It is easy to design focus groups that 
vary in size or moderating style or mixed 
versus homogeneous composition, but 
what is the best way to  characterize the dif- 
ferences that might result from these varia- 
tions in research design? One promising set 
of tools for addressing this issue is based on 
earlier work in discourse ailalysis (Potter 
and Wetherell 1987). 1 refer to  this as an 
"expanded version of discourse analysis," 
because most of the work that has applied 
this approach to focus groups has been rela- 
tively eclectic. For example, Greg Myers 
(1 998) describes his method of analysis as a 
blend of conversation analysis, linguisti- 
cally based discourse analysis, and the study 
of argument. What all of these approaches 
have in common is the same kind of close 
analysis of transcribed conversations that 
Agar and MacDonald (1995) recommend. 

Consider three articles that illustrate this 
approach. Myers (1998) investigated both 
the ways that moderators handle the work 
of closing off versus extending exchanges 
among participants and the ways that par- 
ticipants can express disagreement without 
threatening group dynamics. Claudia 
Puchta and Jonathan Potter (1999) exam- 
ined the perennial challenge of keeping a 
group on track while simultaneously en- 
couraging open conversation, and their 
ailalys~s shows how inoderators managed 
this problem by elaborating on basic ques- 
tions in ways that gave participants multi- 
ple options about how to respond. Finally, 
Myers and Phil Macnaughten (1999) re- 
searched the ways that participants created 
transit~ons between topics as well as the 
ways that the moderator's back-channel ut- 
terances influenced the group interaction. 

It should be evident how this kind of 
work could help us to assess the potential 
effects of different ways of doing focus 
groups. For example, earlier in this chapter 
I mentioned my own preference for a mod- 
erating style that encourages a process of 
"sharing and comparingx among focus 
group participants (Morgan 1997:20, 
1998a: 12). In my own moderating, I have a 
series of things that I do to encourage the 
process of sharing and comparing, includ- 
ing the opening instructions that I give, the 
kinds of questions I use, and the way that 1 
manage my own interaction with the par- 
ticipants. Through an expanded version of 
discourse analysis, it should be possible to  
find out which of these things really work. 
In fact, 1 believe that all interviewers have at 
least implicit explanations for why they 
conduct their interviews in the ways that 
they do, so discourse analysis is a way to  
find out whether the things that interview- 
ers do truly make a difference. 

I want to be clear, however, that 1 am ad- 
vocating these tools primarily as ways to  as- 
sess what happens during focus groups. 
Some of the articles cited above malte the 
case for this expanded version of discourse 
analysis as a general-purpose approach to 
analyzing focus groups and other forins of 
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interviews, but I believe that this remains 
an open question. Most of these authors 
readily admit that this sort of detailed anal- 
ysis takes a great deal of time, and some of 
those who have tried it have found that the 
substantive returns simply did not justify 
the effort required (e.g., Gamsoil1992). As 
with any method, researchers will have to 
decide on a case-by-case basis whether dis- 
course analysis meets their needs. There is 
already, however, a strong case that these 
tools can help determine how specific re- 
search design decisions affect what actually 
happens in focus groups (see Schaeffer and 
Maynard, Chapter 28, this volume). 

Discourse analysis is certainly not a pan- 
acea when it coines to  researching the 
things that happen in focus groups. It does, 
however, offer researchers a way to  get 
started on a program of research about fo- 
cus groups. Perhaps the results will show 
that marketing researchers were right all 
along-that the traditions social scientists 
borrowed from that field really are the pro- 
cedures that worlz most consisteiltly. More 
likely, social science researchers will dis- 
cover that the established techniques repre- 
sent good "typical case" solutions, but 
there are also a variety of circumstances in 
which other ways of doing things are more 
useful. 

ENCOURAGING INNOVATION 

It should be obvious that the same tools 
that make it possible to  examine existing 
procedures in focus groups can be just as 
useful for the assessmeilt of proposed inilo- 
vations. But it is one thing to assess the 
value of innovative ways to do focus groups 
and quite another to find those new ap- 
proaches. Fortunately, there is a great deal 
of naturally occurring variation in the use 
of focus groups, so what amounts to  stan- 
dard practice in one part of the fleld can 
seem quite innovative elsewhere. 

One promising exanlple of this naturally 
occurring variation is the recent appear- 
ance of several articles describing the use of 

focus groups in participatory action re- 
search, most notably in a collection edited 
by Rosaline Barbour and Jenny Kitzinger 
(1999). There are many ways in which par- 
ticipatory action research differs from the 
typical project where the research team col- 
lects data from the participants and then 
departs; for present purposes, however, the 
most important difference lies in the rela- 
tionships that unite the researchers and the 
participants. This basic modification of the 
research setting has implications for nearly 
every aspect of focus group research. For 
example, what does "recruitment" mean in 
this context, and does it even make sense to 
use "questions" as the basis for discussions 
that encourage empowerment? Certainly 
the moderating style in participatory action 
focus groups must be different from lead- 
ing either structured or unstructured dis- 
cussions for other purposes. 

It would be nice to  have answers to  these 
questions, but at this point nearly all of the 
published articles oil participatory action 
focus groups are devoted to the general 
inerits of this approach. This lack of meth- 
odological detail is understandable in a 
form of research that is driven by its action 
orientation. Yet once the value of focus 
groups for participatory action research is 
well established, that should motivate the 
appearance of "how-to" articles specific to 
that field. When that happens, focus group 
researchers outside the field will also be 
able to benefit from these innovations. It 
may be the case that some of the procedures 
in participatory action research focus 
groups are context-bound and thus un- 
likely to find uses outside that field, but, 
with any luck, some of these procedures 
will be useful across a variety of contexts. 

Participatory action research is, of 
course, just one example of how the field as 
a whole can benefit by borrowing proce- 
dures that were developed elsewhere. 
Cross-cultural variations in focus groups 
are another source of procedures that are 
well established in one setting but innova- 
tive in another. A British student in one of 
my focus group workshops taught me a 

valuable lesson rn thrs regard. After I drew a 
dragram of a "typical" focus group setup, 
with the moderator and participants seated 
around a table, she wanted to know, 
"What's all this business about a table? I've 
done lots of focus groups, and we never use 
a table." True enough, ~t seems that focus 
groups rn Britarn emerged from a medla- 
orlented form of marketing that relied on 
''I~vlng room drscuss~ons," where a group 
of ne~ghbors would watch a te lev~s~on pro- 
gram together and the11 d~scuss ~t afterward 
(Lunt and Livlngstone 1996). Conse- 
quently, B r ~ t ~ s h  focus groups are more 
lrlzely to  be conducted in homes or home- 
11l<e settlngs (for a comparable example 
from the Un~ted States, see Gamson 1992). 

Cross-cultural variations on focus 
groups are not l ~ m ~ t c d  to the use of tables or 
vrewrng rooms with one-way inlrrors. Over 
the years, I have heard any number of anec- 
dotes about how focus group procedures 
have been adapted to  both Western and 
non-Western cultures. What is lacking, 
however, 1s ally systematic iilvestigation of 
these naturally occurring innovations. Be- 
yond srmplc descr~ptions of the variatioils, 
there needs to be ail explailatioil of why 
things were done one way rather than 
another. Once other researchers under- 
stand the purpose that a particular proce- 
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dure 1s supposed to  serve, this call stiinulate 
their mcthodologlcal iinagrnations to thrnlc 
of other ways to use that Innovatron. 

I want to close with a part~cularly radlcal 
suggestron. Socral scientists need to go back 
to inarketrng and frnd out inore about why 
they do the th~ngs they do. Although social 
scientrsts borrowed many of their current 
approaches to focus groups from marltet- 
ing, there has been remarkably little contill- 
uiilg contact between the two fields. Thi5 
creates a subctantral opportunity for Inno- 
vation. In making renewed contacts w ~ t h  
marketing approaches to focus groups, 50-  

cia1 scientists should expect to have their 
own assulnptlons challenged, but that kind 
of learn~ng 1s one of the great advantages of 
"cross-c~iltural coiltact." 

As t h ~ s  reference to inarketiilg should 
make clear, these recomineildatioils for de- 
velop~nents In group rilterviewiilg return to 
the or~glnal sprrlt of ~nnovatioil that ac- 
companred the mlgratlon of focus groups 
into the soclal sciences. Just as social sclen- 
tists In the 1980s responded to the bas~c ap- 
peal of focus groups, current pract~troncrs 
should be equally cnthusiastrc about locat- 
lng new ways to do group interview\. The 
goal should be not oilly to  use this method, 
but to develop it as well. 
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