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ABSTRACT
The paper discusses ‘focus group methodology’ with its advantages and disadvantages and reviews two studies which use the method and discuss the further use-focused lessons which emerge from these studies.  Focus group is relatively cost-effective technique and it produces a lot of information in a short period of time compared to other alternatives such as survey or individual interview. The most valuable aspect of focus group is group interaction which produces rich information, may not be obtained by using other methodologies. Main challenges in focus group methodology are tendency for the discussion to degenerate into a negative critique, dominant characters, data saturation and group size.  
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ODAK GRUP METODOLOJİSİ
ÖZET

Bu çalışma odak grup metodolojisini avantaj ve dezavantajları ile birlikte tartışır ve be metod ile yapılmış iki çalışmayı gözden geçirirerek, bu çalışmalardan ortaya çıkan uygulamaya dönük dersleri tartışır. Odak grup göreceli olarak uygun maliyetli bir tekniktir ve diğer anket veya bireysel görüşme teknikleri ile karşılaştırıl-dığında, bu teknik kısa bir zaman diliminde bir çok bilgi üretir. Odak grup çalışmasının en önemli yönü grup iletişimi olup, bu şekilde belki diğer metodların kullanımı ile elde edilemiyebilecek zengin bilgiler üretilir. Odak grup metodolojisindeki temel zorluklar ise tartışmaların olumsuz eleştirilere doğru bozulma eğilimi, baskın karakterler, bilgi kapasitesinin doldurulması (doygunluk) ve grup büyüklüğüdür.
Anahtar Kelimeler: Nitel Çalışmalar, Odak Grup Görüşmesi, Bilgi Toplama Metodu
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
1. INTRODUCTION

The paper explores the focus group interview as a data collection method. First, the paper gives information about the definition and background of focus groups. Second, the paper discusses the ad-vantages and disadvantages of focus groups. Third, the paper explains how focus groups are conducted. Fourth, the paper explains the role of the moderator. Fifth, the paper discusses the analyzing and report-ing of focus group data. Finally, the paper reviews two studies which use the method and discuss the further use-focused lessons which emerge from these studies. 

Researchers use methods such as survey, casual interview, public hearings, etc. to learn public opinion. Focus group is an alternative way for pub-lic opinion research. Social scientists have been using focus group since the 1930s. After 1950s, it was started to use in market research in industriali-zed countries. Today, most social researchers use focus group to gather data about in an interactive group setting. The focus group is a useful tool to gather the variety of beliefs, opinions, perceptions and attitudes of stakeholders. According to Lang-ford and McDonagh (2003) “Focus group is a qua-litative research method involving groups of people engaging in a planned discussion on the topic of interest.” There are some common points in many definitions of focus groups: it is conducted with a small and homogeneous group, 6 to 12 people; it is an informal but well organized group discussion; it generates rich information because of interactions between group members (Vaughn, Schumm & Sinagup, 1996).
Focus groups can be used for assessing programs and policies in planning phase, during application, and after using of them. It is applicable for identifying problems, needs assessment and consumer satisfaction evaluation. It helps to clarify needs and measure the consumer satisfaction after a policy or program. (Vaughn, Schumm & Sinagup, 1996). 
2.ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTA-GES OF FOCUS GROUP

A researcher needs to consider advantages and disadvantages of focus group before using the method. There are number of advantages of focus group methodology. It is relatively cost-effective technique and it produces a lot of information in a short period of time compared to other alternatives such as survey or individual interview. It is applicable to a wide range of topics and a variety of groups. It is flexible permitting different questions during discussions. Interaction between group members provides rich information. Researcher can inquire into subject deeply and understand why people behave or believe as they do. It increases the validity because of the clarity of the gathered data and detail of the discussion. The method is very appropriate for data collection from illiterate communities. In addition, focus group concepts and outcomes are easier for non-expert to understand than statistical analyses or tables of data (Langford & McDonagh, 2003).
Focus group methodology has also some disadvantages. It is not easy to find a well- trained moderator. His/her biases directly affect the results of the focus groups. Another difficulty confronting researcher is to gather 8 people in the same time, and the same place.  In addition, there is no guarantee for representation of population because focus group generally uses volunteer participants or hand-selected group members.
Sometimes, discussion is good but it is not related with desired topic. The group members have control about discussion topic and their discussion interest may not be useful for researchers. The frequency of this causes the lost of time. It may be useful providing a written discussion plan for participants.
Some group members may be dominant, controlling the discussion and extensively affecting the others’ opinion. This prevents the development of rich information. On the other hand, some participants do not be involved the discussion enough. Participants do not reply to questions or their answers are very short. The participants may not understand the question, do not feel comfortable, or do not know about it (Langford & McDonagh, 2003).
3. CONDUCTING A FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW
There are some necessary steps to conduct a successful focus group. Focus group starts with determining problems and purposes of research. General purpose statement and research interests are written. Researcher should decide that which information needs to be gathered by focus group and how this information would be used. In addition, researcher determines that how many focus groups are needed, what is the length of time and place, and a questions guide. Moreover, it is very important to decide a moderator and prepare the moderator for focus group.

Another step is to identify and invite participants to focus group interview. Researcher needs to decide which participants are necessary and how they can be helpful. Predetermined criteria can decrease the bias and help to select appropriate participants. Homogeneously of participants is very important for a successful focus group so researcher should categorize the participants like teachers, parents, and students. Group members should have a similar background. It creates a safe and comfortable atmosphere in which participants can share their opinion with others. Diversity in groups may affect others’ answers. For example, students may not discuss parent-related problems in front of their parents.

Another point is that whether participants should be strangers or familiars or friends. Vaughn, Schumm and Sinagup, (1996) suggest that strangers are more useful. Participants can display their beliefs and attitudes about topic and talk more candidly if they do not see each other again. According to Spradley (1979), participants should be in culture at least for one year and currently involve in the being discussed topic. In addition, participants should be provided adequate time. Generally, participants want to know what will be expected from them in focus group. It is important to give the ‘right’ amount to participants. If it is insufficient they may feel uncomfortable. If it is too much they may change their ideas.
Focus group size should be manageable. Generally, it is conducted with eight participants. If there are too many participants, some group members will not participate. On the other hand, if there are too few participants, it may be difficult to gain group interaction. Group interaction produces new ideas. (Russ-Eft & Preskill, 2001). The researcher should contact with participants 1-2 weeks before the session and send them an invitation letter. In addition, researcher should give participants a reminder phone call before the session (Krueger, 1994).
Providing comfortable atmosphere for participants is also important for successful focus group. Transportation, parking, location, and equipments should be arranged to support the comfort of participants.  Informant should feel comfortable (for example, temperature, and seating). Location should be quiet for better recording and moderator should be careful of when location closes (for example, in a library or cafe).
4. THE ROLE OF THE MODERATOR
The moderator plays an important role to guide and manage the discussion. The moderator prepares the room with others’ assistance before participants arrive. They check tables, chairs, papers, technologic equipments, snacks, room temperature and so on. After starting focus group, moderator pass out paper outline and gives the name tags to participants and introduces him/her to participants and participants introduce each other. After that, moderator thanks to participants for their joining and sharing their opinions; introduce the purpose of the focus group and what expectations from participants; how gathered data will be used; and telling informant if taking notes or recording (Vaughn, Schumm & Sinagup, 1996).
Before starting focus group, moderator should give time to participants to know each others and feel comfortable. Moderator introduces topics for discussion and creates a good discussion atmosphere for group participants. Introduction section generally includes “welcome”, “statement of purpose of interview” and “guidelines to follow during the interview”.  For example (Vaughn, Schumm, & Sinagup, 1996):


Welcome and thank you for coming to this focus group. Each of you has been selected to participate because your point of view is important to us….The purpose of this focus group interview is to determine your ideas and opinions about …There are a few guidelines I would like to ask you to follow during the focus group interview. First...

After introduction, moderator warms-up the participants by asking some easy questions. After that, follow-up questions are asked to learn more about the topic. Another section is wrap-up which means that moderator identify the major themes of participants and categorize them. At the end of the focus group, moderator thanks the participants for their assistance.
It is not easy to manage interaction. There is a freedom in focus group and participants address issues in their own words. On the other hand, the moderator should manage this freedom in terms of researcher needs. Moderator should manage different opinion between participants. Moderator has controlling position in the group and he/she can introduce new topic, change topics or speakers to manage group discussion in a right way and to manage disagreement in the group. Moderator should display a neutral position in discussion between participants. He/she should be respectful for all opinions. Moderator can change the topic to prevent conflict between participants. He/she also should not define the disagreements (Puchta & Potter, 2004).

The moderator generally uses a pre-prepared question guide. It is a helpful tool for focus group and includes some general questions. The questions are just a guide and are meant to be used flexibly. Researcher determines the specific information list to obtain from focus group. In terms of this list, the researcher prepares guide questions. Jackson (1987) gives several tips for questions. Questions should be neutral. Open ended questions are more useful rather than yes or no. Follow-up questions help to obtain more detail about topic. Experience helps more than anything. Spradley (1979) explains three question types for interviews; descriptive questions ‘Could you describe….’ structural questions ‘Can you think of any other kind of…’, and contrast questions ‘What is the difference between….’. Moderator can use all these to obtain deeply information.

Moderators should have sufficient knowledge about topic. Pre-determined questions are not enough for good discussion. During the discussion, moderator should generate new questions to ask participant to reach detailed information. Moderators should encourage these participants by asking their opinions and reward their contributions. Questions should be asked from easy to hard. Easy questions, to which everybody should have something to talk, make warms up participants for the subsequent discussion. 
A researcher takes notes about important points and records the session by camcorder or tape recorder. The researcher may also communicate with moderator if it is necessary but not obviously with group members. The researcher should be honest to group participants about the expectations from them and should keep participants informed.
Researcher should be sensitive to ethical issues in focus group. These includes participant consent, honesty in negotiating what will be done with data, benefits will outweigh risks, sensitivity to informant’s life situation, be aware of reporting in local settings and anonymity (Erickson, 1990). 
5. ANALYZING AND REPORTING THE RESULTS
After a focus group session, researcher needs to analyze and report the data so he/she prepares a data analysis and reporting plan. Firstly, focus group procedures should be described with details; the size of the group, location, time, background of the participants, explaining the selection method of participants. After that, researcher can interprets the data in a general way by addressing major themes. Researcher may analyze all details by transcribing and coding the data. After transcribing recorded data, the researcher determines the key ideas and categorizes them. Finally, researcher identifies themes and theory and writes the focus group report (Vaughn, Schumm & Sinagup, 1996).
Krueger (1994) mentions about four types of analysis options of focus group. One of them is transcript-based analysis. Researcher categorizes the transcribed data and field notes and then seeks for main themes. Finally, he/she prepare a draft report. Second is tape-based analysis in which researcher starts to analyze by categorizing tapes and field notes. Third option is memory-based analysis. In this method, moderator reviews field notes and mentally analyzes key ideas. After that, he/she presents an oral report to client. 
Another option is note-based analysis in which all moderators and assistants conduct a discussion about findings, recorded by tape. After the focus group, moderators and assistants debrief the focus group immediately. They open the tape recorder and talk about the most noteworthy quotes, important themes, and big ideas. They label all field notes, tapes and other materials and file them. After that, researcher reviews the all tapes and the field notes and prepares draft report.

In order to understand more clearly some of the technical and practical issues around focus group methods, I looked for studies where the use of the method is described explicitly. 
6. REVIEWING OF TWO FOCUS GROUP STUDIES AND DISCUSSING LESSONS FROM THESE STUDIES
Osborne and Collins (2001) sought to pupils’ views of the role and value of the science curriculum. They used the focus group methodology to explore the question/issue because the focus group explores the opinions and interests of participants about a topic by using the group interaction in which there is a challenge, probe, espouse and oppose positions by participants. Focus group offers a discussion atmosphere in a non-threatening, relatively naturalized social context. In addition, focus group also offers a degree of support and security and the option not to respond, which is not available in one-to-one interviews. Moreover, the data collected via focus group may be more reliable because there is no pressure to tell a ‘story’ to please the interviewer.

Osborne and Collins acknowledge the criticisms that have been directed against focus group methods.

First, there is a tendency for the discussion to degenerate into a negative critique. They have experience of this, especially with pupils. Pupils are surprised when they are asked to express their views and they inevitably a tendency to express their dissatisfactions. They used these negative responses from pilots to improve their question list. In the final study, they framed the questions to ask for positive experiences.

Second, a focus group has a group-framed dynamic. There are some dominant characters and they affect others’ opinion to bring about a consensus become among participants. Participants write their opinions about topic or question at the beginning of focus group activity. Later, participants can share these opinions with others. If dominant participants affect others and change their opinions researcher can keep the prewritten paper to understand ideas of participants before and after interaction. Researcher records the any group dynamic by asking to views of participants. And then, participants are asked to reveal what they put and justify their choice.

Third, focus group size is important to run it more effectively. Group size determines the number of lines of communications and the time for participants talk about topic. Generally, Osborne and Collins declared that focus group with six to eight participants gives the best results.

Fourth, there is a need within focus group methodology for data saturation. The aim of the research was to determine the views of pupils in normal state education. They designed the focus groups along key dimensions: male, female, scientific and non-scientific orientation of students. They created four focus group categories: 1 – Male and scientific, 2 – Male and non-scientific, 3 – Female and scientific, 4 – Female and non-scientific. They conducted five focus groups for each category. Their purpose is here to hold to ensure for data saturation. They need to be sure that they have enough data to understand everything.

Ward (1991) compared the survey and focus group results in three case studies in which both methods were used. The studies were conducted in Guatemala, Honduras, and Zaire with over 2,000 subjects. Participation was voluntary. The results show that focus groups and surveys reveal the similar information in program planning.

In all cases, the focus groups were conducted prior to the survey. The reason for collection data using the two methodologies differed among the studies. In Guatemala, focus groups were used to learn more about the subject to prepare a better questionnaire for the survey. In Honduras focus group was considered as a test of the comparability of the two methods as well as a means of presetting the questionnaire for the survey. In Zaire the researchers believed that focus groups were used to gather more detailed information on a subject.

In Guatemala, the topic of research was “Follow-up of acceptors of tubal ligation (TL)” Eight focus groups were conducted in 1987 with 22 prepared questions. Participants were women who underwent TL 1-2 months before, from selected sites. In addition to focus group, researchers conducted a survey in the same topic. They asked 179 questions and completed 785 surveys. In Guatemala, the author compared 18 variables as findings from survey and focus groups. She found that 4 variables are highly similar; 8 variables similar but focus group provided more detail; 4 variables similar but survey provided more detail; and 2 variables were dissimilar.

In Honduras, the topic of research is “Knowledge and attitudes toward vasectomy”. The researchers conducted 11 focus groups in 1987 with 24 prepared questions. Participants were men 30-50, from low-income semi-urban areas of Tegucigalpa and San Pedro Sula. In the survey, the researchers asked 84 questions and completed 959 surveys. The sample of research was men 30-50, randomly selected from low-income semi-urban areas of Tegucigalpa and San Pedro Sula. In Honduras, the author compared 25 variables as findings from survey and focus groups. She found that 6 variables are highly similar; 12 variables similar but focus group provided more detail; 4 variables similar but survey provided more detail; and 3 variables were dissimilar. 
In Zaire, the topic of research is “Follow-up of acceptors of tubal ligation (TL)”. The researchers conducted 6 focus groups in 1988 with prepared 16 questions. The participants were women who underwent TL less than three years beforehand in 6 sites of Zaire. In the survey, they asked 159 questions and completed 453 surveys. In Zaire, the author compared 17 variables as findings from survey and focus groups. She found that 8 variables are highly similar; 5 variables similar but focus group provided more detail; 2 variables similar but survey provided more detail; and 2 variables were dissimilar. 
In three case studies, the author compared survey and focus groups findings with 60 variables. She found that: 30% of variables were highly similar; 41.6% variables were similar but focus group provided more detail; 10 percent of variables are similar but survey provides more details; and 11.7% was dissimilar. The study shows that survey and focus groups results were similar but focus groups provided additional information. The focus groups may be appropriate methodology with itself to collect data in program evaluation. If time, funds, and personnel are limited, focus groups can be used to collect data on the attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors of given population. Focus group results are not suitable to generalize but it may be appropriate in guiding program efforts. 
7. CONCLUSION
Focus group is a cheap, flexible and applicable for variety topics and groups. It is useful methodology for policy-making process, program evaluation, needs assessment and consumer satisfaction evaluation. The most valuable aspect of focus group is group interaction which produces rich information, may not be obtained by using other methodologies. Researcher can also investigate issues deeply by focus group methodology. 
Selecting participants, inviting them and providing good facilities and prepare nice atmosphere are other important aspects in focus group. Focus group has some disadvantages such as; dominant groups, insufficient involvement, conflicts between participants. The role of moderator is very important to handle these disadvantages and conduct a successful focus group. 
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