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social group to which participants belong and on
%ich they have modeled their perceptions are rein-
“orced and manifest themselves readily.

- Consumers can validly be considered as a group
insofar as their behavior (in this case, their purchas-
ing and consumption behavior) is a response not only
to external activating circumstances (product avail-
ability, advertising communications, promotional ef-
forts), but also to the emotional reinforcement of
opinions and attitudes of other consumers. By identi-
fying the common traits, beliefs, and motives of a cul-
ture, subculture, social class, or other human group,

“qualitative studies offer a model of thought processes
and emotional responses that allows for insights into
the larger segment of the universe to which the indi-
vidual belongs (as defined by attitudes, lifestyle, sex,
age, social class, occupation, etc.) This model relates
to the concept of social character—not the highly in-
dividualized, unique character structure as it exists in
an individual, but a “character matrix” that has de-
veloped as an adaptation to the economic, sodial, and
cultural conditions common to most members of
groups or classes within a society.

The group situation may also encourage partid-
pants to disclose behavior and attitudes that they
might not consdously reveal in an individual inter-

wew situation. This occurs because participants often

| -] more comfortable and secure in the company of
people who share similar opinions, attitudes, and be-
havior or simply because they become carried away
by the discussions. For example, overweight compul-
sive ealers may be more likely to reveal reasons for
their behavior in the presence of others with similar
problems than to an individual interviewer.

Group session research does not seek to statis-
tically quantify group norms, traits, and characteris-

_tics but to expose their underlying attitudes and
- opinions. The “quality” of the response is important,
and the purpose is to detect directions of behavior
rather than magnitude. Therefore, sessions are
rigorous in the depth of the inquiry, although not as
rigorous in sample selection as a quantitative survey.

As opposed to the highly structured nature of
the.usual quantitative research techniques, the group
discussion emphasizes the creation of an unstruc-
tured (although subtly directed), informal, and per-
missive atmosphere in which a dynamic group
interaction develops. As a result of this dynamic in-

teraction, focus group sessions offer a number of ad-

" vantages. Given the proper environment, partici-

(

pants are less on guard against personal disclosures
because the atmosphere is tolerant, friendly, and per-
B‘ssivc even when selfish, egocentric, aggressive,

aring,” or questionable judgments are voiced. Per-

sonal revelations-arerfacilitated-by other group.mem-.

bers, who support, comment, or disagree, as well as
by the relative homogeneity of the group, which acts
as an encouragement for all to express strong opin-
ions or ideas. The lively dialogue activates memories,
feelings, and experiences in 2 manner similar to the
process of free association. As a result of intragroup
stimulation, a group discussion with ten participants
yields much more and richer information than ten in-
dividual interviews. Paradoxically, there is a greater
feeling of anonymity in a group than in a personal
interview.

Even though such a permissive atmosphere may
seem to distort the information obtained, group pres-
sure acts as a deterrent to possible exaggeration. The
alert attention of every participant inclines respon-
dents to express their actual experiences and feelings,
and participants assume the desired role as positive
contributors of opinions. The contribution of one par-
ticdipant spurs others to offer additional information.
During the process, participants experience the 'situa-
tion as a welcome opportunity to express feelings,
conflicts, and impulses among “kindred souls.” A
lively and successful session creates such a high de-
gree of interest and cooperation that often partic-
pants are reluctant to leave once the interview is over.

The numerous advantages of quantitative re-
search methods—systematic control of variables,
rigorous sample selection, highly structured design,
pretesting of questionnaires, and many others—are
not in dispute. There is no doubt that precise statisti-
cal information obtained through careful mathemati-
cal elaboration of survey research is an invaluable tool
in many policy decisions. But, as with any method,
there are also drawbacks. One of the major problems
is that a quantitative survey is a highly structured sit-
uation in which the responident has to adapt his re-
sponses to previously determined alternatives. Even
with open-ended questions, topics of a delicate, per-
sonal, or controversial nature, unless very carefully
couched (and often this is impossible), are apt to elict
responses that show approval of actions or concepts
generally held to be “good” or “right.” Therefore,
they rarely elicit in-depth information in sensitive, in-
timate areas (for instance, manliness, infidelity, sex-
ual relations, etc.), and answers often reflect attitudes
on a rational, normative level, while more emo-
tionally based attitudes are not voiced.

+ In addition to the possibility of obtaining er-
roneous information on sensitive areas, quantitative
research is subject to underreporting of negative atti-
tudes by some respondents due to concerns about so-
dal disapproval. This problem frequently stems from
the fact that the interview situation has an element of
artificiality, which frequently has an inhibiting effect

- on respondents.’
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In brief, although uses of the two methods over-
lap, quantitative methods can identify “how” indi-
viduals behave in certain drcumstances, while

qualitative methods, espedally focus group session

research, are better equipped to answer the diagnos-
tic question of “why.”

Methodology of Group
Session Research

Sample Design
Group discussions are usually conducted with per-

.. sops.of the same sex, age range, and socioeconomic

background, with a trained person acting as modera-
tor. With intimate and sensitive topics such as family
planning, sexual relations, and contraceptive use, it is
desirable that the moderator be of the same sex as the
participants, as was the case in the Mexican study.’
Although the numerical incidence of any specific
attitude is not measured, all persons who may be ex-
pected to hold any of the possible diverse opinions on
the central theme of discussion should be repre-

sented in the sample. Therefore, the selection of rele- ..

vant respondents for a particular subject is of critical
importance.

Since it is not desirable to conduct group ses-
sions with people of different backgrounds, a number
of group sessions should be conducted, each group
or set of groups selected from a population segment.
The Mexico family planning study consisted of 44
separate focus group sessions. The groups were con-
trolled for homogeneity on the following combination
of variables: sex, age (17-23, 20-35), contraceptive use
‘(users, nonusers), marital status (married, single)
socioeconomic status (C, D), residence (Mexico
City; other cities—300,000-400,000, 60,000-75,000;
towns—approximately 5,000; semirural areas in the
Northwest Pacific, Central, and North East Gulf re-
gions). For example, one group consisted of men
aged 20-35 who were married, nonusers of con-
traceptives, were in socioeconomic status group C,
and resided in Mexico City.

Spedific Group Requirements

Groupsize Each group should consist of six to12 per- .

sons, homogeneous as to the variables determined.
With fewer than six, difficult or uninteresting topics
may not trigger a sufficiently active dialogue, and the
interactions between partidpants will be stymied.
With more than 12, not all participants have a chance
to present their point of view, and the discussion be-

(\ comes difficult for the moderator to control.
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Selection of participants Spedially trained recruit-
ers select neighborhoods or localities at random that
correspond to the spedfied socioeconomic and-other
variables. In the United States, the selection process
is usually conducted by telephone due to cost effi-
dency. In many other countries, such as Mexico, itis
necessary to send the recruiters into selected neigh-
borhoods to recruit participants in order to ensure
their assistance. Within the randomly selected house-
holds, people are screened for eligibility—for exam-
ple, use of a particular product—and, if they conform
to the spedified criteria, are invited to participate in a
two-hour discussion, usually scheduled one or two

weeks in advance. The participants should be sfrap:.. ...

gers to each other so that they will feel free fo talk
frankly. Housekold selection should therefore be suf-
fidently dispersed. Also, individuals who have previ-
ously participated in such group discussions are
rejected, in order to avoid “experts” in the group
technique. :

Due to the possibility of intimidation, another
type of “expert” should also be eliminated: those
who, because of their background, would be consid-
ered by other participants to be “professionals” or
“authorities.” Thus, in a drug product study, anyone
who is or who has in his or her immediate family a
doctor, nurse, pharmacist, and the like should be ex-
cluded..

Candidates are told that the purpose of the dis-
cussion is research, but they are not told the spedfic
topic to be discussed, so they do not become sen-
sitized to the subject between the time they are re-
cruited and the actual group session. However, the
general area of discussion is made known to them, so
as to satisfy people’s curiosity and to assure them that
they will not be talking about subjec's they consider

inappropriate.

Group Discussion Guide

After the research objectives have been rigorously
spedified and each of the issues enumeérated, a dis-
cussion guide should be prepared and completed
well ahead of the actual discussion. The discussion
guide is not a formal questionnaire. Although the
topics indicated should be covered during the course
of the session, the sequence of discussion is not
. Tigidly fixed. Moderation of group sessions allows for
great flexibility. It should be expected that some ic-
sues not included in the guide will be raised spon-
taneously by the partidpants, These issues, if |
germane, should be followed up since they may rep-
resent unexpected findings that contribute to the
value of the discussion.
The total number of group sessions to be held




