Focus Group Research

Benefits and Limitations of Types of Focus Groups

	Type of Focus Group
	Benefits
	Limitations

	In Person
	· Most socially oriented.
· Easy to generate discussion among participants.
· Moderator can read body language.
· Moderator can subtly control dynamics of group.
· Have participants’ full attention.
· Can tell if participants need extra help understanding something.

· If testing materials, get first (often non-verbal) reaction.
· Could make dealing with sensitive topics easier.
	· Could be costly (facility, transportation, incentives).
· Recruitment could be more difficult.
· Time requirement for participants and moderator is greater.

	Telephone
	· Less expensive (no facility, no transportation, incentive is less).
· Time commitment is less.
· Can recruit from a much larger area, i.e., around the country.
· Works well for professionals, i.e., physicians, lawyers.
· Can send materials ahead of time, then discuss.
	· Don’t have “non-verbal” cues.
· Participants more likely to talk to moderator.
· Don’t know if you have the participant’s undivided attention (TV, child?).
· Moderator has to depend on going through names to make sure everyone has the chance to speak.
· Harder to control group dynamics. Need to keep the group smaller (5 to 8).

· Need to use fewer questions and probes as it may take longer to get through them.

· Participants may not dial in on time, may need to start and catch someone (or 2) up later.

· Have to have good audio-recorders that work with phone equipment.

· Just a note – informed consent is still required!

	Internet or Online
	· Very comfortable for people who are accustomed to communicating this way.

· May be especially helpful for people who cannot easily get to focus group facilities or don’t have time to participate in live groups.

· Some suggestion that this method works best for factual based exploration rather than sensitive subjects.

· Can recruit from larger areas.

· May work particularly well with teens/young adults.

· Immediate transcript.
	· Doesn’t work for people who are uncomfortable with the technology.
· Could shut out a segment of your target population.

· Don’t know if you have participants’ full attention.

· Must have a platform that is easy to use.

· Difficult to control the dynamics of the group.

· Not very personable.

· Doesn’t give the moderator many cues to work with other than the written answer.

· Doesn’t give much opportunity to probe for more information – another participant is typically already writing a response.
· Takes a long time.

· Keep number of participants small (up to 6)

· Keep number of questions small.
· Requires a moderator, assistant moderator, and a technology associate. 

· Note – Informed consent still needed.

	Telephone/Online
	· The “social” aspects of interaction over the phone combined with the ability to view materials or complete other types of review over the internet.
· Recruitment is easier.

· Works well for people accustomed to communicating through these channels (teens, young adults particularly).
	· Requires a moderator, assistant moderator, and a technology associate to track everything and keep the flow of conversation going.
· Don’t know if you have participants’ full attention.

· Not comfortable for people who don’t use computers.

· Technical difficulties can be disruptive and eat into your time.

· Directions for dialing in/calling in must be very clear.

· Technical assistance should be available prior to the meeting.

· Keep the number of participants small (up to 6).

· Keep the number of questions low.

· Difficult to control the dynamics of the group.
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