
he purpose of this article is to
identify common misperceptions
surrounding focus groups, exam-
ine the assumptions implicit in
these misperceptions, and clarify

the methods that contribute to sound focus
group research projects. We offer these “top ten
misperceptions” in order to address the threats
to the quality of focus group research. As
researchers who have used and benefited from
conducting focus groups, we hope that one of
the key contributions that we can make is to use
our experiences to point to the most crucial
areas of misunderstanding about the best and
highest use of focus groups. 

Too often, decision making about when and
why to use focus groups is governed by misper-
ceptions. Focus group research has been both
praised and criticized for the wrong reasons. As
researchers who have developed many qualita-
tive research designs and conducted many focus
groups, we are not dispassionate about this sub-
ject. We agree with researchers Norman Denzin
and Yvonna Lincoln (1994) when they declared
in their Handbook of Qualitative Research that

“a quiet method-
ological revolu-
tion” in qualitative
inquiry has been
occurring over the
last several
decades. Not long
ago, nothing but
strictly quantitative
research methods
were considered
acceptable “sci-
ence,” and focus
groups, now so
widely used, were
unheard of less
than 15 years ago.
It is clear that we
are making slow,

incremental progress in recognizing the benefits
of both quantitative and qualitative research
within the research community, but these fragile
steps forward are at risk if not accompanied by
a commitment to qualitative methodological
standards. In short, we are concerned that the
rapidly growing popularity of focus groups may
well lead to a fair amount of substandard work.
The philosopher of science, Abraham Kaplan
(1952), articulated our concern in what he called
the law of the instrument, which he described
metaphorically by saying when you give a small
child a hammer, it soon discovers that every-
thing needs hammering. To avoid that pitfall,
some real care needs to be applied in the deci-
sion to select and implement focus groups.

Researchers engaged in projects based on
the social norms approach have identified the
special advantages in using focus groups. Focus
group participants help shape and improve the
surveys upon which campus and community
normative approaches are based by providing
feedback on the formulation of whole question
categories to fine-tuning wording on particular
questions. Focus groups have enriched many
campus social norms marketing projects by pin-
pointing the strengths and weaknesses of partic-
ular photo collages or normative campaign mes-
sages. Targeted focus groups have aided us in
understanding how our social norms marketing
campaigns may affect particular groups of stu-
dents on campus. Finally, focus groups provide
a setting in which we can test the holistic effect
of how students understand and experience the
overall impact of a social norms campaign.

CCoommmmoonn MMiissppeerrcceeppttiioonnss ooff FFooccuuss
GGrroouuppss

The misperceptions and misunderstandings
of focus group research that we encounter most
frequently are summarized below, along with
examples of each.
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EEddiittoorr’’ss NNoottee:: 
Focus groups are rou-
tinely used in social
norms campaigns to
help in the development
of surveys, evaluate
media messages, and
gain information on
how campaigns are per-
ceived. This working
paper provides impor-
tant information on how
to conduct focus groups
and ensure that the
information gained
from them is useful and
accurate. It is an
important contribution
to the social norms lit-
erature that will hope-
fully help increase the
methodological rigor
and effectiveness of
social norms cam-
paigns.
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11.. FFooccuuss ggrroouuppss aarree eeaassyy..
Focus groups are one of many qual-

itative research methodologies that
require careful planning, elaborate
logistical preparation, thoughtful execu-
tion, and detailed analysis. The execu-
tion of a focus group research project
may appear easy—a group of people sit-
ting in a circle talking—but often belies
the complicated work that is necessary
before and after that seemingly effort-
less group discussion. It may be tempt-
ing to think of the focus group
researcher as taking an easier path than
her quantitative counterpart, but the
reality is that the focus group researcher
is merely choosing “another” path. 

Let’s start with a definition: Focus
groups are a qualitative research method
in which a group of interacting individ-
uals having some common interest or
characteristic is brought together by a
trained facilitator, who uses the group
and its interaction as a way to gain
information about a specific research
interest. For example, at Western
Washington University (WWU), we
have conducted focus groups at all
stages of developing and implementing
our social norms approach to reducing
heavy, frequent drinking. Focus groups
composed of randomly selected students
have provided feedback on the language
and meaning of newly developed survey
questions and on the believability of
main messages in our ad campaigns. At
Rutgers University (RU), we have also
used focus groups in all phases of our
campaigns. In fact, our initial under-
standing of the misperception of heavy
drinking as the norm on campus grew
out of a series of 16 focus groups that
were conducted in the late 1980s to
determine the role of alcohol in Rutgers
students’ lives.

The quality and integrity of a focus
group project depends on careful atten-
tion to the following steps:

� Define the purpose of the project or
research.

� Develop an interview protocol or
questioning guide that addresses the
research question.

� Train the focus group facilitator and
scribes.

� Recruit and select participants for
the research.

� Plan and implement the logistics for
the actual focus groups (room,
equipment, food, incentives, etc.).

� Conduct the focus groups—general-
ly not less than two groups and
often not more than four.

� Analyze the focus group results.

� Report on the results.

While we will discuss many of
these steps in detail as we address some
of the other misperceptions about focus
groups, we hope that seeing the steps
required for conducting high-quality
focus group research convinces you that
there is nothing easy about this research
method.

22.. FFooccuuss ggrroouuppss aarree qquuiicckk..
A general rule in focus group

research is to continue conducting inter-
views until no new or relevant informa-
tion emerges from the groups. In focus
group lingo, the researcher has reached
a point of “saturation” on each of the
categories of investigation. Typically,
the first two groups with a particular
audience provide a considerable amount
of new information, but by the third or
fourth session little new information
emerges. 

Most of the focus group projects we
have conducted have taken between
three and four months to complete. A
common timeline consists of one month
to plan the focus group project: clarify-
ing the central research question and
developing interview questions that
thoroughly interrogate the research
question. Another month is needed to
organize and conduct the focus groups
themselves, recruiting the appropriate
participants and arranging the logistics.
Count on at least another month to con-

duct an analysis of the data, especially if
you choose to do a complete transcript
of the focus groups’ interviews. Finally,
you can depend on needing at least a
week or two of concentrated writing to
communicate what you learn from the
focus groups.

One focus group project we con-
ducted at WWU provided a textbook
example of this timeline. We were inter-
ested in working with different popula-
tions of drinkers (non-drinkers, moder-
ate drinkers, heavy drinkers) to discern
how they thought about the role of alco-
hol in their social lives at WWU and
how they responded to our social norms
campaign, which at that time was about
10 months old. We were given permis-
sion by an academic department to
recruit students from four large lecture
classes in which students receive credit
for participating in out-of-class research
projects. 

During the first month of the pro-
ject, we developed our research proto-
cols, delivered recruitment talks in the
classes, and asked students who volun-
teered for the project to fill out a brief
drinking profile. Using the results of the
brief drinking profile, we separated stu-
dents into groups of non-drinkers, mod-
erate drinkers, and heavy drinkers.
During the second month of the project,
we conducted two focus groups with
each of the three populations of student
drinkers. Given the time demands on
students’ lives, we needed the entire
month to carry out all six focus groups.
We decided to do a complete transcript-
based analysis of the results (See num-
ber 9). This level of analysis required
two graduate students to spend over
three weeks transcribing six audiotapes.
We needed another week to edit the
transcripts for spelling and readability.
Finally, a senior staff member and the
two graduate students analyzed the tran-
scripts for themes and patterns in the
data, and developed the final report. The
entire process from start to finish took
four months.
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33.. FFooccuuss ggrroouuppss aarree cchheeaapp..
Here are some costs you can factor

into your focus group research planning:

� Incentives for participants. At the
minimum, people feel welcomed and
appreciated if you provide refresh-
ments. If you are dealing with col-
lege students, we recommend that
you provide food in addition to
refreshments. Some professional
focus group firms actually pay par-
ticipants to attend focus groups. We
have also used incentives of gift cer-
tificates at the bookstore for some
student focus groups. In one recent
study at RU, for example, we
recruited students through the cam-
pus newspaper by offering them $30
each to participate in one ninety-
minute focus group. We had eight
groups with ten students recruited
for each group. Although we used
only seven participants for each
group, where more showed up, we
paid them and thanked them for
their interest. In total, we had seven-

ty students at thirty dollars apiece.
And this was only one of the
expenses for that series of focus
groups, since we also paid for
refreshments, moderators, and
newspaper ads to recruit students,
and transcriptionists to do the initial
verbatim transcript.

� RRoooomm rreennttaall.. Find a room that con-
veys a sense of professionalism to
the participants. This could mean
that you will pay a rental fee.

� EEqquuiippmmeenntt ppuurrcchhaassee oorr rreennttaall..
Nothing is as disheartening as a
well-conducted focus group that is
not recorded in a manner that can
be heard or transcribed. If you plan
on doing lots of focus group
research, you may want to think
about investing in a good audio tape
recorder and microphone that is
specially designed to pick up a
complete group discussion. If you
are conducting a one-time focus
group, you may need to rent audio
equipment.

� HHoonnoorraarriiuumm ffoorr ffaacciilliittaattoorrss aanndd
ssccrriibbeess.. Professional focus group
facilitator fees can range from $50
to $100 or more an hour. If you
choose to recruit facilitators and
scribes (people who sit in the group
and record details of the group
process and major themes) from
your faculty or staff, consider offer-
ing them an honorarium for being a
part of your research team. Good
focus group facilitators do not just
show up and conduct a quality
group. In addition to training they
may need, they may also want to
meet with you and your research
team in order to understand the
dynamics and details of the
research.

� TTrraannssppoorrttaattiioonn,, bbaabbyyssiitttteerrss,, eettcc..
Depending on the target audience
you recruit, you may need to think
about the costs of getting your par-
ticipants to the group. For older stu-
dents or students who do not live
on campus, this could mean factor-
ing in costs like transportation,
babysitters, etc.

44.. AAnnyy ffiivvee ppeeooppllee mmaakkee aa ffooccuuss
ggrroouupp..

This may seem like a no-brainer,
but the people you recruit to be in your
focus group should match the category
of inquiry in your research. If the
research question you want to answer is
about the experiences of Medicaid hos-
pital patients, then you need to recruit
Medicaid hospital patients. If you want
to understand the responses of heavy,
frequent drinkers to your social norms
marketing campaign, then it is heavy,
frequent drinkers on campus who you
must recruit. To recruit any group of
college students into a focus group on
the efficacy of a social norms campaign
will not answer the research question
about how heavy, frequent drinkers
respond to the campaign. For example,
in the focus group project conducted at
WWU with three different populations
of drinkers, it was critical to administer

FFooccuuss GGrroouupp TTrraannssccrriipptt AAnnaallyyssiiss GGuuiiddeelliinneess
1. Read through the transcript. Notice that some parts of the transcript contain ideas

spoken by the narrators.

2. Pay particular attention to same ideas that are brought up more than once or by
more than one narrator.

3. Make brief notations of the ideas in the margins. Don’t be afraid to mark or
write on the text of the transcript. 

4. Make a separate list of the ideas you are starting to notice for future reference.

5. Underline or highlight sentences or phrases that build on or exemplify the idea.
Your underlines or highlights will be important to the final report as you seek
quotations that emphasize the ideas in the focus groups.

6. Summarize repetitive ideas by developing an overall encompassing theme. Ideas
are the building blocks of themes. Ideas that repeat themselves become themes.

7. List the themes on a separate sheet of paper. You might also want to list the page
number of the transcript where the ideas for the themes can be found.

8. At times you may come across an idea that is not repeated and therefore does not
constitute a theme. However, the idea may be important because it contains atyp-
ical information that differs from the repetitive ideas in the focus group. List the
page number where these unusual ideas may be found so that you can bring
them into the final report if you choose to.

Reprinted with permission from Dr. Patricia Fabiano, Prevention and Wellness
Services, Western Washington University.
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a brief drinking profile to all the stu-
dents who volunteered from the acade-
mic class in order to assemble homoge-
neous groups of drinkers and/or non-
drinkers. Our preliminary survey data
had suggested that non-drinkers, moder-
ate drinkers, and heavy drinkers were
responding quite differently to our
social norms media campaign. The
research team wanted to understand the
meaning behind the differences in each
group’s thinking and response to the
campaign. Therefore, great care was
exercised in recruiting groups that
matched the categories of student
drinkers we were interested in. 

In a similar situation at RU, we had
recruited students into groups com-
prised by degrees of drinking. One stu-
dent in the female, non-drinker group
seemed at variance with everyone else
in all her responses. Later in the group
it came out that she was in recovery,
and that the reason she did not drink
was because of recovery. This made her
very different from the rest of the group
who did not drink simply because they
did not want to. She wanted to and
couldn’t. They didn’t want to and did-
n’t. Thus the synergy that is the hall-
mark of good focus groups could not be
achieved with that grouping of people.
We learned as a consequence to be even
more specific in the questions we asked
in our screening guide to recruit stu-
dents.

Additionally, while five is a good
minimum number to shoot for, a group
of seven to eight participants seems to
produce the right balance of giving
everyone enough “air time” and having
enough diversity of perspectives. It is
crucial to keep in mind that often all the
participants you have recruited will not
show up for the actual focus group, so
recruiting a few more than necessary is
not a bad idea. Finally, if you are deal-
ing with complex topics, ten or more
participants are probably too many. 

55.. FFooccuuss ggrroouupp ffaacciilliittaattoorrss ccaann
ppllaayy tthhee ddiissccuussssiioonn bbyy eeaarr..

The focus group facilitator is part of
a research team. To a large extent, the
quality of the results of focus group
research is directly related to the skills
and preparation of the facilitator. In
some situations, volunteers may act as
focus group facilitators but they must be
carefully trained and practiced if the
quality of the results matters to the
researcher. 

Focus group facilitators know how
to use group process skills (setting
ground rules, listening, responding,
using open-ended questions), but they
also must be skilled in areas that are
often not familiar to support group or
therapeutic group leaders. For example,
focus group facilitators know how to
advance a questioning protocol without
unduly interrupting the smooth flow of
conversation. The facilitator knows how
to use questions that probe, test, and
steer participants so that the group con-
tinues to address the main research
questions. The optimal focus group
facilitator is able to maintain a big pic-
ture of the research underway, and, at
the same time, to remain disciplined in
her attention to the details under discus-
sion. This all amounts to a lot of mental
preparation, thorough grounding in the
goal of the research, and well-honed
competencies in the general skills of
group leadership and the specific skills
of focus group moderation. 

In one series of focus groups that
we did at RU we wanted to understand
how central alcohol was in the partici-
pants’ social lives. In designing the
focus group guide (the structured proto-
col from which moderators ask their
questions to the group) we decided that
we would accomplish this by asking
them about what it was like socially to
be a first-year student at Rutgers without
mentioning alcohol use at all unless they
brought it up. The group facilitators had
questions prepared to probe the topic of
alcohol use if it was not mentioned. In
the entire series of sixteen interviews,
each group brought up the topic without
it ever being questioned by the facilita-

tor. The fact that they did bring it up,
told a great deal about the role of alco-
hol in their lives, and actually turned
out to be one of the important findings
of the study. The facilitator’s trained
response to the participant’s bringing up
the topic was crucial to the design and
flow of the project.

66.. FFooccuuss ggrroouupp ddaattaa ccaann bbee uusseedd
ttoo rreeppllaaccee ssuurrvveeyy qquueessttiioonnnnaaiirreess..

This statement makes as much
sense as saying that oranges can be
used to replace apples. Focus group
data is different from the data produced
by survey questionnaires, especially
when the survey is administered to a
randomized sample of a population.
Survey questionnaires produce numeri-
cal data, often expressed in percentages,
which describe a composite answer
given by a group of people to a specific
set of questions. The data produced by
survey research is useful because it
answers the question of “how much” or
“to what extent” a particular phenome-
non is occurring. 

However, survey questions do not
provide the researcher with the nuances
of meaning behind the numbers and
percentages. A survey may tell us that
20 percent of our students do not drink
alcohol—itself an important point. But
the survey does not yield “textured”
data that reveals how these non-drink-
ing students arrived at the decision to
not consume alcohol, what supports
them in their decision, and what obsta-
cles they perceive on campus to main-
taining their decision. For example, at
WWU we made an assumption that
non-drinkers would report instances of
family alcohol abuse problems and/or
religious reasons as the rationale for
their decision to be abstinent. While
those ideas were indeed heard in our
focus groups, the more common themes
reported by non-drinkers as their rea-
sons for choosing abstinence were con-
cerns about health and physical fitness,
fear that alcohol would negatively
affect grades, and a belief that alcohol
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did not equal fun. Non-drinkers also told
us that they experienced a great deal of
peer support for their decision not to
drink at WWU. This focus group data
does not and should not replace the sur-
vey results that told us that 20 percent of
our students did not drink. It merely pro-
vides a more in-depth perspective on
one piece of quantitative data.

Focus group data can reveal the
deeper meanings and shed light on the
interpretation of survey questionnaire
data. Focus groups are best when the
question you ask is a “why” behind the
behavior; a survey when what you want
to know is “how much” of the behavior.

77.. YYoouu ccaann ggeenneerraalliizzee wwhhaatt yyoouu
lleeaarrnn ffrroomm aa ffooccuuss ggrroouupp ttoo yyoouurr
ppooppuullaattiioonn..

All research is based on certain
assumptions. One of the assumptions
implicit in focus group research is that
the sample, or the participants, may not
necessarily reflect the entire population.
One of the greatest advantages of focus
groups is that they produce in-depth
information. The facilitator probes to
find out if the participants really under-
stood the question and the participants
provide details that illuminate their
responses. Although the focus group
produces rich, in-depth information,
there is a risk in using this information
to generalize to a population because
focus group participants are not chosen
to reflect or represent all members of a
population. 

If the focus group research has been
carefully conducted and appropriately
analyzed, then the researcher can cau-
tiously transfer what she has learned in
the focus group to other people who
possess similar characteristics as the
people in the focus group. This process
differs from survey data that is collected
from a sample of an entire population
that is selected in a statistically random-
ized method that allows the researcher to
generalize what she has learned from the
survey to all persons in the population. 

At RU, for example, we conduct a
social norms campaign called “The Top
Ten Misperceptions at Rutgers.” Our
campaign makes use of statistics as part
of our central message about the norms
on campus. But we get those statistics
from random surveys. While we know a
great deal about the attitudes, feelings
and beliefs of our students through our
on-going data collection in focus groups,
we take care not to try to generalize
from those data or to use them as statis-
tics. When we find something that we
want to generalize, we include it in
future survey items. We found one
semester, for instance, that students in
our groups told us that professors
encouraged drinking by making jokes
about it in class. In our next survey we
asked questions about this and found
that, in fact, a high percentage of stu-
dents thought so, too. Thus, the groups
led us to quantitative data collection but
not to quantitative findings from the
groups.

88.. QQuuaalliittaattiivvee ddaattaa pprroodduucceedd iinn
ffooccuuss ggrroouuppss iiss bbeetttteerr tthhaann qquuaannttii--
ttaattiivvee ddaattaa..

All research consists of a systematic
way of finding out how the world
works. Quantitative and qualitative
research goes about this systematic
process in different ways. Quantitative
research uses numerical analysis to mea-
sure “how much or how many” of a par-
ticular phenomenon is occurring among
a typically large, representative sample
of people. It is deductive; that is, the
researcher usually has an idea or a
hypothesis that she is testing to deter-
mine cause and effort. The researcher
remains (allegedly) distant from and
independent of her subjects and estab-
lishes the validity and reliability of her
research through statistical tests on the
instruments used to collect the data. 

Qualitative research uses inter-
views, case studies, focus groups, partic-
ipant observations, oral histories, etc. to
describe “why or how” a particular phe-
nomenon is occurring, usually among a

relatively small, homogeneous group of
people. The researcher often interacts
with her subjects by listening to them
and/or observing them over a period of
time. The emphasis of methodological
rigor is not on mathematical validity but
rather on the trustworthiness and credi-
bility of the processes the researcher
uses. Thus, the trustworthiness of the
research hinges to a great extent on the
skill, competence, and rigor of the per-
son doing the work. One might say that
the researcher is the instrument in quali-
tative research. Qualitative research is
inductive in that it allows participants to
respond in their own words using their
own categorizations and perceived asso-
ciations. Qualitative techniques usually
produce a wealth of detailed information
from a small number of relatively simi-
lar people that increases our understand-
ing of the nuances of how they perceive
reality.

Qualitative insights gleaned from
focus groups that probe into how stu-
dents think about the drinking culture on
their campuses have contributed to the
successful development and implemen-
tation of social norms media campaigns
on many campuses. Discovering why
students think a certain ad is “cheesy” or
what language they use to talk about
“socializing with alcohol” is not “better”
than knowing how many believe our
social norms ads and how many do not.
These two categories of information are
merely different, yet equally important
to refining the implementation strategies
that can make or break a social norms
media campaign.

99.. FFooccuuss ggrroouupp rreessuullttss ccaann bbee eeaassii--
llyy ccoommppiilleedd aanndd rreeppoorrtteedd..

As Richard Krueger (1994) com-
ments in his book entitled Focus
Groups, “Next to planning, analysis is
the second black hole for estimating
time and resources.” Compiling focus
group results involves the identification
of themes, patterns, similarities, and dif-
ferences in the data within and across all
the groups. It also involves preparing a
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readable written summary that uses actu-
al quotations from the focus groups to
breathe life and validity into the identi-
fied themes and patterns. Different lev-
els of analysis require different time
commitments, expertise, and rigor:

� Complete transcript-based analysis
consists of combining analysis of
verbatim transcription of all focus
group tapes, scribe notes, and
debriefing conversations. It is the
most time and labor intensive. From
our experiences, we have learned
that one hour of focus group discus-
sion requires two to three hours of
transcription from a trained profes-
sional transcriber. A non-profession-
al transcriber will probably need six
to eight hours to transcribe one hour
of taped conversation. This assumes
that the transcriber will not be inter-
rupted, that the original tape is of
reasonable quality, and that the tran-
scriber has adequate equipment and
skills.

� Audit-based analysis consists of lis-
tening to the tapes and transcribing
only those segments that illustrate
the themes and patterns the
researcher has discerned.

� Note-based analysis consists of
writing a report from the notes com-
piled from the focus group facilita-
tor, the scribe, and debriefing con-
versations.

� Memory-based analysis consists of
writing a quick report immediately
after a focus group based on the
impressions of the facilitator and
the scribe.

As you can see, each level intro-
duces more subjectivity, and thus more
error, into the analysis. We urge you to
consider using complete transcript
analysis wherever possible.

1100.. FFooccuuss ggrroouuppss ppoossee nnoo rriisskk ttoo
ppaarrttiicciippaannttss..

Increasingly, institutional review
boards (IRB) have begun to require

AA CChheecckklliisstt ffoorr EEffffeeccttiivvee FFooccuuss GGrroouuppss 
BBee SSuurree YYoouu NNeeeedd ttoo DDoo FFooccuuss GGrroouuppss
� Identify whether qualitative data is what you need.
� Do a cost-benefit analysis of focus groups.

BBee SSuurree ttoo AArrttiiccuullaattee tthhee PPuurrppoossee ooff tthhee IInntteerrvviieewwss 
� Spell out the purpose for the data collection.
� Focus on potential insight into human behavior.

SSppeecciiffyy tthhee RReesseeaarrcchh QQuueessttiioonnss aanndd tthhee IIssssuueess YYoouu WWaanntt DDiissccuusssseedd 
� Determine the specific research questions to be addressed.
� Identify the issues to be discussed to get answers to those questions.

IIddeennttiiffyy YYoouurr TTaarrggeett PPooppuullaattiioonn 
� Specify the common denominators that identify members of the target population.
� Select people who are a purposive sampling of that group.
� Make group composition homogeneous for identification on the topic.
� Conduct multiple group interviews with a sampling of any given segment.

SSeelleecctt AApppprroopprriiaattee PPeeooppllee ttoo PPaarrttiicciippaattee iinn YYoouurr GGrroouuppss 
� Have clear selection criteria and adhere to them.
� Create groups of 7-10 people.

DDeessiiggnn aanndd UUssee aa WWeellll CCoonnssttrruucctteedd FFooccuuss IInntteerrvviieeww GGuuiiddee 
Include:
� an introduction (purpose, ground rules and parameters)
� an ice breaker or warm up set of questions
� a series of all relevant major/probe questions 
� a summary or closing section

SSeelleecctt AAnn AApppprroopprriiaattee PPllaaccee ttoo CCoonndduucctt tthhee IInntteerrvviieewwss
� Make the room conducive to the interview.
� Provide food and soft drinks.
� Use a tape recorder.
� Make seating arrangements around a large table with comfortable chairs.
� Do not allow observers in the room.

CCoonndduucctt tthhee FFooccuuss GGrroouupp IInntteerrvviieewwss bbyy SSeennssiittiivveellyy AAsskkiinngg QQuueessttiioonnss aanndd LLiisstteenniinngg ttoo
AAnnsswweerrss 
� Determine degree of directiveness or non-directiveness.
� Provide ground rules.
� Be aware of group processes—use them, don’t try to control them.
� Help quiet people talk; limit talkative people.

AAnnaallyyzzee tthhee RReessuullttss ooff YYoouurr IInntteerrvviieewwss
� Tape record all groups.
� Create a verbatim and summary transcript.
� Systematically code and analyze.
� Identify themes.

PPrreesseenntt YYoouurr FFiinnddiinnggss iinn SSuummmmaarryy RReeppoorrttss
� Create a structure for the presentation of findings.
� Include verbatim comments from transcripts.
� Include research question, issues, participants, structure, findings, and conclusions.

Reprinted with permission from Linda C. Lederman, Focus Group Interviews For
Alcohol Prevention Campaigns On College Campuses: A Manual for Use in Preparing,
Conducting, and Analyzing Data from Focus Group Research. New Brunswick, New
Jersey: CHI Research Reports Series, 2001. 
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qualitative researchers to institute rigor-
ous protections for the subjects of their
research. This is a positive development
in the field of qualitative research
because it calls all of us up to a higher
level of standards and practice in the
design of our projects. But aside from
the requirements of IRBs, we feel it is
important to ask ourselves what possible
risks participants in focus group
research may experience and to take
steps to reduce those risks. 

First, it is important that partici-
pants in focus group research know why
they are being asked to participate. In
other words, the category they belong
to—be it Medicaid hospital patients or
heavy, frequent drinking college stu-
dents—should be transparent to them. It
should not be a surprise that is let out of
the bag at the time of the focus group. A
recruitment “fact sheet” or letter of invi-
tation that explains to potential partici-
pants why they are being selected gives
people the opportunity to decide
whether they want to be involved or not.

Second, it is important for the
researcher to ask whether the expecta-
tion she has of the research matches the
expectations that the participants may
have. If Medicaid hospital patients have
the expectation that this research might
lead to changes in the Medicaid system

and the researcher has the expectation
that this research will lead to a publica-
tion or a degree, then the participants are
likely to be sorely disappointed. Much
criticism has been leveled at quantita-
tive, “positivist,” empirical research
because it objectifies and disembodies
participants. However, the very same
negative outcome is possible, if not pre-
dictable, in qualitative research when
peoples’ words and ideas are used in
ways they did not understand or consent
to or are not used for outcomes they
thought would occur.

Third, participants often confuse
“telling their stories”—which are often
personal and sometimes painful—with
efforts designed to help them or to solve
their problems. If the focus group pro-
ject is truly designed to impact institu-
tional change, that goal should be clear
to participants. If the focus group
research is being conducted by persons
who are not in positions to impact insti-
tutional change, that fact also should be
clear to participants.

Finally, both for the protection of
the participants and for good research
results, participants need to be anony-
mous to one another. Limiting ourselves
to groups of participants who do not
know each other can be difficult on a
college campus. But if the group is to

feel the comfort
and safety needed
to talk freely and if
the research does
not want the dis-
cussion to be conta-
minated by rela-
tionships outside
the interview (e.g.,
roommates, friends,
sisters, etc.), it is
important to assem-
ble groups who do
not know one
another beforehand.
When groups
whose members are
not known to each

other are impossible to put together,
expanding the number of groups beyond
the narrow set of concerns that may
dominate a particular set of acquain-
tances can help. In one series of focus
groups at RU, for example, groups were
recruited through the campus newspaper.
Since more than thirty thousand students
attend Rutgers, it was not discovered
until one group was well into the inter-
view that three of the women in it were
roommates in an off-campus apartment.
When the results of the groups were
analyzed, a careful review of the tran-
scripts indicated that there were differ-
ences between this group’s pattern of
responses and agreement than any of the
other six groups of women interviewed.
Consequently, this particular group’s
interview was set aside. And it was also
fortunate that their relationships came up
during the interview, or the differences
in this group might have led us to a real
misinterpretation of the data.

CCoonncclluuddiinngg TThhoouugghhttss
What is not a misperception is that

when used well, focus groups are a pow-
erful tool for understanding more about
how people think, why they engage in
certain behaviors, and what they per-
ceive. The insights gained from well
designed and implemented focus group
research provides rich data to help us
understand better the complex phenome-
na surrounding college drinking and the
role of communication and social norms
in the life of college students. Good
focus groups require time and effort.
The results warrant the hard work
because the things we learn from focus
groups just cannot be found in survey
data collection. Our role in conducting
good focus group research is much like
the moderator in a focus group: We must
be flexible in facilitating a complex
human process while we carefully and
systematically adhere to research stan-
dards that produce results that have
value.

FFooccuuss GGrroouupp TTrraannssccrriipptt AAnnaallyyssiiss FFllooww CChhaarrtt

Unedited Transcript

Quotes Containing Ideas

Repetitive Ideas

Themes
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