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While qualiiative research approaches {0 educahonal
issues have been part of the landscape for many years.
onily recently have ans of those lechmques captured the
attention of appreciable numbers of institutional research-
ers In the past. retalively few educational researchers.
whose interesits led them to the hard-to-measure Charac-
terisiics of thewr mstitutions. useg quahtative methods
such as those empioyed n ethnographic and nterview
studies. But today increasing numbers of researchers are
embracing quabtative research, in part because of the
demonstrated utiily of the tocus group interview In
pusiness sector marketing research. The potential of this
methodology for probing the subtleties of mstitulional
management problems has been recognized in educanon.
and as a consequence, focus group studies could easily
become, or may already be. the first research expenence
ot a quantative nature tor many in the institutional research
profession.

The purpose of this paper is to provide an introduction
to focus group interview research. That introduction
begins with a description of its principai characieristics.
and inciudes the Wdentification of some of 1ts applications
by colleges and unwersities. in addition. the various
elements of the job of planning and conducting focus
group research are discusSsed. using examples from the
focus group studies conducted in the admissions research
of Carleton Coilege. While this repont will not serve as a
definitive and complete guide to the conduct of successtul
focus group research. it shouid be of interest to anyone
preparing for the expernence tn an institutional research
setting.

@ Pomnis of view Of TNOIONS SIBIAT 1N TR O0C
mant 00 1O NECEARETIY TRPTELENT offtCiat
OERi posi«on ot poucy

What is focus group research and how does if differ from
other qualitative research methods?

In general. research 1s identified as qualitalive when its
purpose i1s to make observations about individual expe-
nences. feelings, attitudes. perceptions. and thinking,
using open ended technques of inquiry That 1s to say,
the response aiternatives for individuals who serve as the
subjects of qualitative research are not constrained along
narrow response dimensions. The feature which most
cleariy distinguishes focus group research from other
kinds of qualitative research 1S the group discussion
While that discussion centers on ssues which are of
interest to the researcher, it invoives the exchange of
opinions, personal reactions, and experiences among
members of the group. Group discussion substitutes for
the directive questioning which 1s part of most other
approaches to the task of gathering information. In focus
groups, the atmosphere s permissive, and the interviewer
sanctions the expression of all kinds of opinions about the
matter at hand. The important assumption is that infor-
mation produced under these circumstances will be richer,
more complete. and more revealing than that which can
be obtained in. for examiie, a senes of individual inter-
Views,

Typically, a focus group involves refatively smatl num-
bers of individuals drawn from a population that is
appropriate to the particuiar interests of the researcher,
and the sessions are conducted by the researcher, or a8
trained moderator, whose task is o promote free and
active discussion of topics relevant 10 the research
questions and issues. [t s essenfial that anyone who s
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contemplating focus group research reahze that it has
very specific purposes and that a weil defined process
must be followed. For this reason, several examples of the
use of focus group researCh by colieges and universihes
are provided.

How have colleges and universities used focus group
research?

Although few in number, the reports of focus group
studies that have appeared in the institutional research
literature give a sense of the purpose and value of this
methodology in higher education. Bers {1987), for exam-
ple, illustrates her discussion of focus group methodology
in market research with examples ot research conducted
at Qakton Coliege. The state of purpose in that study was
to *.. examine the college choice decision-making pro-
cesses of aduit students and their impressions and
attrtudes about Oakton College's programs and services.”
In keeping with @ common, but not universal, notion about
the purpose and principal virtue of focus groups. the
inten! was 1o generate hypotheses for a future quantitative
study. Bers' study s of particutar interest and value
because 11 is an example of how focus group methodology
can be used in the process of deveioping a theory in this
case. the theory concerns the ways aduft students
experience their worlid.

Other examples, gemonstrating the vaiue of these
methods in admissions marketing research. inciude a
comprehensive market review by a community college.
which used focus groups to study probiems in the achieve-
ment of its marketing objectives {Widheimi, et at.. 1987},
and the use of focus groups in an effort to assess and
improve the quaiity and effectiveness of college recruit-
ment materials (Burdick. 1986). With a spec:al interest in
aduit education programs, Buckmaster (1985} has recom-
mended that focus groups be used in the process of
finding new markets, designing new programs {0 meet the
particuldr needs of those markets, and promoting those
specially taijored educational programs.

For Belost Cotlege, holding focus groups with newly
arrived freshmen has been a means of learning about
aspects of the college selection process that relate to ease
of choice by prospective students {Dehne. Brogigan, and
Topping. 1990). Indeed. for a vanety of reasons and
purposes. prcatices hke this have become a routine part ot
New Student Week activihies at many institutions. At
Carleton, 10 name another example. two and sometimes
three sessions are conducted with new freshmen each {all
with the purpose of evaluating various elements of the
admission process, especially the recruitment publications.
Dehne and his associates {1990} report another instance
in which focus groups were used to study the admissions
market. In this example, the Women's College Coalition
conducted focus group sessions with high schoof giris
and parents of high school girls, in order to iearn about
their views on women’s educational issues. The findings
were subjected to further study using quantitative survey
techniques, as were some of the new ideas for marketing
sirategies which those sessions inspired.

As additional examples of the use of focus group
research in the university setting, Griffith and Kile {1986a.
1986b) report that foCus group discussions with current
students provide a means of identifying marketing strate-
gies for services availabie from the campus heaith center.
Their work covered student medical services rejated to
contraception, prevention and treatment of sexuaily trans-
mitted diseases. and prevention of alcohol abuse. In these
cases. the authors found focus groups to be an easy and

inexpensive way of gathering information bout the teelings
and attitudes of students. They obtained suggestions from
students for the layout and design of advertising materials,
and they learned about student-held attitudes toward
matters such as confidentiality. Methodologicalty nre of
the interesting facts about these studies is that the 2. hors
regarded the information they obtained from thé ‘OCus
groups 1o be sufficiently rehable to serve as the basis for
new marketing activities. They did not operate under the
common assumption that this kind of qualitative study
requires confirmation through quantiatively based studies.

Considerations for the conduct of focus group research: a
case study

The following discussion has the main purpose of
describing the use of focus group research in farrly broad
terms, and 1t uses examples from Carleton's focus group
research tor purposes of itlustration.

The consideration. when the use of focus groups is
contemplated, is whether the purpose of the research is
appropniate to this techmque. Judging from my expernence
and from the reports of others (Greenbaum, 1988, Krueger.
1988. Morgan. 1988). tour distinct types of application are
appropnate for focus group interview methodology

Four applications for focus groups:

1 Focus groups may serve as the initial step in a
new program of research. especially #f the ground to be
covared 1s unfamiliar. These sessions have the potential
of acquainting the researcher with a new field of study,
or of providing an ntroduction to an unfamiliar
popuiation. in addition, they can be used to learn about
the vocabulary, jargon. or phraseoiogy that should be
adopted in order to communicate effectively with the
subjects of research project (Greenbaum. 1988). By
this means researchers ¢an determine, for example,
whether admissions terminology such as financial aid.
scholarship. and self-help, have the same meaning for
prospective new students as they have for peopie who
congduct college recruiting programs. Based upon the
focus groups results. questionnaire items or interview
questions which concern these topics could be worded
s0 that the researcher’s intended meaning matches the
respondents’ fikely interpretation of the question

Also in preparatior: fcr a quantitative research project.
one might view the focus Qroup session as a “familarnity
audit” {Greenbaum, 1988} For exampie,  a researcher
is interested i learning about the athtudes of pro-
spective coliege students from urban high schools
toward private colleges tn rural locations, he or she
ought to have some information at the outset about the
kinds of perceptions those students have about private,
rural schoois. That knowledge would allow the re-
searchear {o develop a questionnaire containing items
which would measure the extent of those perceptions
in a randomly obtained sample of urban high school
students.

2. Focus groups can be used in conjunction with
quantitative studies as part of what are known as
trrangulation procedures (Krueger. 1988). In such
cases, an issue or research problem is studied using
more than one technique in order o establish confirma-
tion of a finding or to broaden the researcher’s under-
standing. {n research, which is so often observational
or correlational. the substantiation of a finding using
more than one researCh technique can strengthen the
researcher’'s reason to believe that a particular finding
18 rehable.
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Tnangulation 1s empioyed at Carleton Coliege each
fall when focus groups with new treshmen are used 1o
obtain information that might corroborate the findings
from the annual mail survey of students who were
offered admission to Carleton. Because. among other
things, that survey provides the principal basis for a
gquantitative evaluation of admissions publications. it 1s
very important to get confirming evidence when. for
example. a publication receives low ratings and be-
comes a candidatle for expensive revisions.

3. Information obtained from f0oCus gQroup Sessions
can aid the interpretation of resuits from mail or
telephone surveys. For example, after obtaining survey
responses to learn about the eifectiveness of Carleton’s
agrmissions brochures. free-wheeling discussions of the
various attributes of publications are encouraged
among freshman focus group participants in order 1o
obtain advice about specific improvements we might
make in those pubijications The key observation,
required for a proper adjustment. may be too subtie 0
be revealed within the guantitative results of a question-
natre

4 Finally. despite objections from some quarters
{e.g.. Biel. 1979), focus qroup research can be used alil
by #selt as a means ot investigation Morgan (1989)
points out that :n the sciences the purpose of research
1S NOt always as narrow as the marketing objective of

making accurate projections about future sates "
His conclusion is that represeniative samphng with
standardized survey gquestionnaires is not essential to
every research enterprise. Furthermore, Morgan asserts
that " . . there s no a prior: reason to assume that
tocus groups. or any Other gualitative techniques.
reguire supplementation or validation with quantitative
technmiques ' in the Carieton program ot focus group
research. this position was eventually adopted. aibert
cauticusly. and tocus group resuits became the main
source of research information contributing {o some
very imporiant marketing decisions

Carleton's application of focus group research

in choosing to use the focus group methodology in
Carleton's program o! minOnty adgmissions research. the
main considerations extended across more than one of
the four ciassifications o! tocus group applications im-
tially, the intent was to increase our tamihanty with the
views of minonty students who were engaged in the
college selection process. Tnese sessions had the broadly
defined purpose of probing into the backgrounds. att+-
tudes. and perceptions of minornty studenis who made
inquines about admission to Carieton From these ses-
sions we expected to obtain information that would enabie
us 1o conduct a quantitative survey of minority studgents.

However. as our work progressed Our strategy changed.
and we set asige the plan for a quantitative survey.: Our
first tour focus groups. conducted in two large midwestern
metropolitan areas, provided us with useful information
about the issues that were important 1o minority students
in their experience with the coliege admissions process

Subsequently. with gquestions stated in the language and
terms of the focus group participants. we held a focus
group on the Carleton campus with enrolled minority
students.

The information extracted from this session, inCluding
several direct quotations. served as the basis tor a new
question and answer brochure which became an adms-
sions publication expressly for minonty students who
inquired about admission to Carleton Coliege. After that
step, our research continued with additional focus groups
conducted to evaluate that brochure and glean additional
information.

Aithough the brochure recewed good marks along
several content and presentation dimensions. the critical
finding from those additional sessions was that for many
minonty students a separate brochure 1s a signal that the
institution provides separate treatment for i1ts minonty
students These focus group participants aiso expressed
concern that white students were not provided with the
same information. The perception tostered by that concerr,
was that large numbers of students at Carlelon would be
uninformed and unconcerned about minorty student
issues. In order 1o correct that smpression, the Carieton
admissions office has produced a new edition of its
principal recruitment publication {reierred 10 as the “view-
pook”} that incorporates much of the matenal which
appeared previousty only in the minonty publication

Planning and conducting focus groups

in each of the four focus group apphcatons. the
planning and research activiies have daistinguishing com-
ponents. For example, if the focus group is the only
means being used to sample opinion or examine percep-
tions. then one may need 10 pay Sspecial attention 1o
questions ot how many sessions o conduct and whether
there are particular segments within the population which
should be treated as separate groups. In some insiances
of this kind. a researcher might wish to Quantity the
observations which nave been made in the course ol ong
or more focus group sessions The quantitative outcomes
might even be subjected to stahistical treatments of one
xind or another. It 1s not difficult. for example. to 1magine
using a Chi Square test 1o compare the frequencies of
verbai reterences 1o a particuiar concern in one group as
opposed to anotner. Depending upon the circumstances.
this kind of treatment of data may or may not be a8ppro-
priate. and consuitation with a statistical design expert
may be advisabie. In focus group research, the oppor-
tunimes to use statistics are rare. and of course. numerical
results should not be used to suggest that the findings
can be projected 1o a population. if rangom sampitng was
not used to select participants or if other aspects of the
research design are flawed

Logistical considerations

With few exceptions. the planning required for a senes
of focus groups is comphcated and extensive. Because at
the outset of this project everyone at Carleton was
untamihar with focus group research. admisstons market-
ing consultants were hired to guide the process, perform

‘iIncidentally. Morgan's book offers a bit of historical perspective on focus groups, both 1n marketing and in social science

*Whiie a quantitative survey of minority students was abandoned {or this parlicular résearch effort, it should be noted that we have continued
10 coliect survey data trom our admussions prospect populations each year. Qur quantitative studies of those data include separate analyses
tor minonity students, and those efforts have benefited from the knowledge we acquired in the focus Qroup research
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analyses. and offer recommendations. The following
summary of our experience S meant to describe the
basics of our learmng expenence and to highlight whai
we could consider to be the most important lessons.

Normally, the instial pianning shouid involve everyone
who has an interest in the project. In our case, that
planning inciuded representatives from several campus
oftices. including the offices for admissions, tublications.
minority affairs, development. and institutional research.
The investment of time, thought, and energy, in a
cooperative pianning process by a substantial number of
statf members. ensures that the purpose. scope, methods.
potential outcomes, and imitations, are widely ungerstood
and accepted. in many focus group projects the expendi-
ture of energy and resource 1S just 100 great to risk the
possibility that an individual with administrative responsi-
bilities related to any aspect of the research will have
strong objections to the completed work.

Once the purpose of the focus group research 1s
understood and an appropriate popuiation 1s identified. a
site for the focus group sessions must be selected. The
needs of the researchers must be balanced with those ot
the participants. In some cases. a campus meeting room
will sutfice and in others. a commerciatl site which 15 set
up for purposes of focus group sessions will be requirea,
Commercial sites have several advantages. They have
one-way observation rooms, audio recording setups, and
accommodations for video recording. These sites are
equipped with a large table where the participants sit 1n a
U formation facing the moderator who sis with his or her
back to the observation window. That formation presents
an unobstructed view of the parlicipants to the researcher
and to other observers sitting behind the giass. FaCiliies
of this kind. Operated by experienced statf. exist 1n every
major city and 1in many suburban areas.

When a facuity s rented, especially 1f it 1s 1n a distant
city. the screening of polential participants 1s often
handled locally by people who work for the facility.
However, the researcher must be aware of the importance
of that selection process. and he or she shouid be an
active and alert participant in the discussions which
gstablish the particulars of those brief teiephone sohc:-
tations. In the research we conducted at Carleton. names.
addresses and phone numbers of quahtied participants
were obtained from the admissions otfice records. and the
screening was largely a matter of asking “Are you going
to coilege next year? and then mviling the individuals.
who said yes. to participate. A smail cash incentive 1s
normaily offered dunng this call, and it may be worth
mentioning atso that snacks and soft drinks will be
provided during the session.

Audio recording faciities are a must, because this 1s the
primary means of collecting the information y:elded by the
focus group participants. The audio record will be tran-
scnibed 1nto a printed secord of the sessions, and shouid
become part of. or serve as the basis for. the final research
report. Ordinanly. two recordings of each session are
made. One goes 10 the typist, while the other is avaiiable
to the researcher immediately.

in addition, a video recording of the proceedings is
strongly recommended because there 15 considerable

information in the facial expressions ang gestures of the
participants. While a video recording can add considerably
to the cost. it is actually quite easy to make from behind
the one-way glass, separating the partiCipants from the
observers in the typical focus group faciity. A wideo
professional should be hired to capture the session on
tape. so that the researcher is free to make notes of his or
her observations. The video record, inciuding close-up
shots of participants voicing Strong opirions, is a valuable
supplement to the focus group report. The camera records
facial expressions and body language that never tind their
way into transcnptions of the audio reccrd and rarely
appeasr in the notes of the observers.

Sejecting a moderator 1s another impontant aspect of
the research preparation. For egucatonal research, 1t 1s
unperative that the moderator have considerable expe-
rience N, and knowledge of. education. Because the
issues in the Carleton research project involved minornty
students and admissions Issues, a minonty admissions
counselor from another egucationat institution was hired
tor most of the foCus groups we conducted.

Another matter requiring careful preparation ang special
concern is the moderator's discussion guide. This guide
shouid include the moderator's introductory remarks and
a hst of the 1ssues 10 be discussed. it shouid also show the
order and length ot each part of the discussion. and the
areas of particular interest. where the moderator is
expecied fo probe more deeply or iet the discussion
wander along interesting tangents. The guide for our
sessions. always included a set of inirogductory remarks,
welcoming the participants and describing the purpose of
the two-hour session. Those words were {oliowed by a
round of introductions allowing each participant to speak
about his or her background. interests, and plans for
coilege. Incidentaily. each participant has his or her first
name pninted in large jetters on a place card in piain view
of the moderator and the observers behind the one-way
glass.

There 15 more than one motive for conducling these
participant intreductions. While 1t 1s certainly true that the
researcher wants to obtain detasled backgroungd infor-
mation which will heip with the interpretation of remarks
made in subsequent gisCusSIONns. the success of the 10Cus
group depends upon establishing a common base of
interests and concerns among the participants. A good
discussion 1s more fikely when participants realize that
they share similar interests. experniences. and probiems.
For focus groups in general. a common body of expe-
rience among the participants is required, and one of the
interesting prospects for the researcher is 10 ind different
assessments of common experence. how it feit, what it
meant, and how it all came out.’

Foliowing the :ntroductions, topics are set before the
group one-by- one and the moderator's task s to encour-
age any and all relevant comments. To preserve a free and
easy flow 1n the discussion and a natural progression from
one topic 1o the next. it 1s particularly important to avoid a
regimented format in which every individual 1s solicited for
an opinion before moving on the next topiC. Some
individuals may need encouragement. and some will take
longer to jump into the discussion, but overall the dis-

As another requirement, some foCus group experts believe that there 1s en advantage 1n having parhicipants who do not hnow each other. they
may be freer with therr opimions in that crrcumstance Because of the refativelty smail size of the popuiation from whiCh we dréw names, we
were unable to select students with that precaution (n ming. Consequently, some participants in Qur groups attended the same high schoot ang
kxnew each other prior 10 the session From what we couid see. those refattonships chd not detract tfrom the aiscussion (cf Fern. 19823,
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cussion wiil be more fruitful if the moderator 1s patient,
rather than insistent, allowing participants to enter the
discussion as their comfort levels permit. Prospective
moderators shouild consider the recommendations offered
by Bers and Smith {1988\ for handiing different kinds of
focus group parnticipants inc.uding, among other interest-
ing sorts of characters, the ax-grinder, the self-styled
expert, and the non-participant.

in this context. the numter of panticipants needed for a
lively exchange of views should be considered. The ease
or difficuity of the moderators job will Certainly be atfected
by the size of the group. Focus groups can produce
desirable results when sizes vary between 4 and 12. In
general, when the size is near the iow end of that range,
chances are greater that the diversity of opinion and the
amount and quahty of discussion wili be {ess than
desirable. On the other hanc. when the numbers move
toward the upper end of that range (or beyond} the group
can be more ditficult to manage, and an excessive amount
of faciuitator intervention or management may be required.
When severai peopie spegk at once. the audio recording
becomes unintelligible, and disruption 1s an unfortunate
conseguence of efforts to exercise control. In this case.
intormation 1s 10st, and the discussion 1s fragmented.

Perhaps the most difficult problem in establishing the
size of the group i1s predicting how many of the invited
individuals wili actually show up for the session. it the
researcher ;s unfamitiar with the population and the
research site 1s in a distant city, the size of the group may
be particularty ditficuit to anticipate. When conducting
these sessions On Oon2's own campus. over-recruiting by
20 percent may produce the desired number of parti-
cipants. but when you are beginning a program ot
résearch with a reiatively unfamiliar popuiation with less
interest in your request Oor yQur purposes. it may be
necessary 1o over-recruit by as much as 50 percent

Depending upon the nature and purpose of the re-
search, the number of sess:ions In the overall program of
research may be an important concern in Carletons
research with minorily students, the use ot multiple
sessions became very important because we decided to
use focus groups as our primary means of gathenng
information. Thus. 1n 3 three-year program of research. we
conducted 15 focus group sessions 1 6 major metro-
pohtan areas and on the Carieton campus. That number
of sessions retiects, in part. a concern that mmnornty
students from different geographic regions might respond
ditferently 1o the same set of issues. It aiso reflects our
concern that men and women would have somewhat
ditferent sets of expenience in the ¢ollege admissions
process. We heid separate sessions by gender.

Upon compietion of each session. the researcher should
take a few additional steps 1o maximize the gain of new
information. One of these steps 1s to get reactions and
comments from other observers, including the moderator.
This step should be taken immediately, while memories
are tresh. Apother useful exercise for the researcher is {0
add as much detail as memory atiows to the wrnitten notes
which he or she made in the course of the focus group
session. For larger groups with fast moving discussions
this step may be especially important to the researcher
who wishes to have the most compiete recerd possibie.

The costs of focus group research

The costs associated wrth focus group research can
vary considerably. When a commercial facility and its staff
are used. there are basic charges for the use of the rooms

and additionai charges for the telephone screening of
panticipants. Further expense comeas with the cash pay-
ments which are made 1o the participants, and with the
refreshments provided during the session. Add 1o those
items, the cost of a8 moderator and. possibly, a research
consultant, as wall as travel expenses, and the total couid
be as high as $10.000 for two sessions. On a cost per
subject basis. that amount will appear 1o be much greater
than any other kind of survey one might wish to conduct.

On the other hand. the costs wiil be considerably less
for a focus group conducted on campus. In some cases, a
psychoilogy department taboratory with one-way obser-
vation windows {used for research in social or deveiop-
mental psychology) may even ba available. In other cases.
focus groups can be conducted without observers in a
separate room. Depending upon the purpose of the study
and the popuiation to be studied, on-campus faciities
may, or may not be appropriate. but the costs wili be
substantiatly reduced when they can be used.

The best overali recommendation about cost is that the
researcher incorporate careful comparisons between the
cost of focus group research and the cost of ailernatives
into the discussions that are held during the pianning
phase of the work On most campuses, budget considera-
tions are an :mporiant determinant of how questions and
problems are investigated. and it is important {0 realize
that focus group research is not very often a quick. £asy,
and cheap means of conducting research.

Anaiysis and use of focus group results

The anaiysis of focus group sessions shouid In farge
measure be driven by the purpose of the research. if the
purpose of the research is fairly straighiforward and
narrow, €.g., 10 find the language appropriate for survey
questions or admissions publications, the analysis may
consist of little more than reviewing notes and transcripts
to identify relevant matenal.

On the other hand, if the focus group is part of a
process in which the researCher expects io develop a
theory about how prospective chents view some aspect of
their hives. then the analysis must be more eiaborate. We
might {Or example. wish {o develop a theory about how
personal goals and sociai attitudes reiate to the expecta-
tions which high school seniors have about college. To
learn about the possible relations between these vanables.
a well defined set of procedures wouid be required.

In general. the researcher should devise procedures
which lead to venfiable conciusions. That is to say, the
analylic process should be well defined and systematic so
that if it were 10 be repeated by another researcher usinn
the same data, it would produce the same findi.:ys. Of
course, the conclusions could still differ if the researchers
had ditterent biases and preferred different interpretations.

Conclusion

While 1t 1s clear that focus group research 15 10 be
recommended for a variety of purposes, the institutional
researcher shouid proceed with an extra measure of
caution 1in some circumstances.

For exampie. when a high level of configence in the
results 1s imporntant and when a particularly deep under-
standing of an event or phenomenon is sought, the
researcher wouid be well advised to use focus Qroups
only in triangulation or in exploratory studies. The appli-
cation of more than one research procedure will provide
information about the complexity of the phenomenon
under investigation. Are the outcomes of studies which
use different approaches convergent, inconsistent. or
contradictory? it is easy to imagine that all techniques

¢
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would point to the same genseral proposition about the
question. but it is just as easy to imagine that the different
methods would produce alternative or even contradictory
propositions.

In another vein, there is the concern that individual
behavior may differ from the group behavior seen in focus
group situations. Until the results from studies appropriate
to this question are available, the experiences described.
the verbal exchanges, the opinions, and the attitudes that
are observed in focus groups must be interpreted cau-
tiously.

Such caveats notwithstanding. institutional researchers
will find focus group research to be a useful and important
addition to their methods repertoire,
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