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Abstract
The increasing prominence of online focus groups in market research and the complexity that the Internet
environment adds to the conduct of research with focus groups has led to a certain interest in discovering how
this method can be applied effectively and to which situations or purposes it is best suited. Based on an
examination of the literature and on an empirical survey of the heads of qualitative research at 112 market
research companies in Spain, a basic classification of focus groups is proposed, distinguishing between the
European and Anglo-Saxon approaches. Within this frame of reference, a set of factors or dimensions is
identified that makes it possible to compare online and face to face groups, assess whether the former can
really be considered focus groups which resemble either of the two approaches and, as a result, suggest the
most appropriate uses or applications.
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1 Introduction
Qualitative studies are generally becoming better known and accepted in professional marketing circles [36], [43],
[55]. As a result, the academic world is taking an interest in these methods and in quantifying their impact [25], [53].
Focus groups are the most commonly-used method in the area of market research, essentially because of their wide
variety of applications – from exploring and achieving a basic understanding of consumer behaviour to making
decisions in relation to the marketing mix – and their adaptability to different situations. They account for 70% of the
turnover generated by qualitative methods worldwide [17], which has led to their becoming a synonym for qualitative
market research [5], [10], [23], [24].
Because of their flexibility, market researchers have developed a number of adaptations of this method. The new
applications or types – mini focus groups, nominal groups, recall focus groups, triads, or dyads (pairs) – present
some substantial differences compared to traditional focus groups. This raises the question of whether these
variations can really be called focus groups and, consequently, whether what is known about researching focus
groups is applicable to them.
More recently, online qualitative research, particularly the online or internet focus group, has started to become
relatively important in the market research sector [17]. This has compounded the complexity of the question, since
the added technology can affect the purpose, design and dynamics of focus groups. Moreover, variations that create
important differences are also developing within online groups (real-time and asynchronous). Interest in the viability
and practical use of online groups has prompted at least one study on the subject [6], [63]. However, the specific
benefits and areas of application of online groups compared to face-to-face ones are unclear, although some
researchers suggest that they have different uses [61]. From this point of view, [13] notes that few qualitative
researchers could point to both methods' leading to the same results. Nevertheless, it should be stressed that the
situations and applications in which they can be used effectively are not known.
The fundamental questions in the debate between the face to face and online techniques can be summarised as
follows: (1) Is an online focus group a focus group? (2) What are the differences between online and traditional focus
groups? (3) Are the recommendations about how to do research with focus groups applicable to the online
environment? (4) Do they produce the same results? and (5) In what cases can online groups be used?
The basic premise upheld in this paper is that it is very difficult to contrast face to face and online groups directly
because, conceptually, a focus group is something so simple that it can cover a wide range of practices, apparently
similar yet with profound variations in their purpose and design and in the frame of reference of the researchers.
This is borne out by an empirical study in Spain in which the heads of qualitative research from 112 market research
companies were interviewed, which showed the lack of consensus over how to plan and conduct focus groups and
analyse their results [53]. Additionally, the budget differences were so large – ranging between €1000 and €4000 –
as to call into question whether market researchers have the same research method in mind when they use the term
focus group – the scenario was a session with 8 housewives from the same city to study habits and motives in
buying a common food product.
Given this ambiguity, before drawing any comparisons it is important to establish clear terms of reference and define
the different classes of focus group, their theoretical basis and recommendations for their use more clearly. The
present paper proposes a basic classification of focus groups, distinguishing between the European and the AngloSaxon approaches. These approaches and the main differences between them provide a reference framework for
establishing a set of factors or dimensions that make it possible to determine whether online focus groups resemble
either of the two approaches or whether they constitute a separate category.

2 Method
The selection of the elements that shape what a focus group is, what it is for, which factors need to be taken into
account in research involving focus groups and how many types of focus group can be formed is based on a review
of the literature and on an empirical study in which the heads of qualitative research at 112 Spanish market research
companies were interviewed, comprising 80 percent of the companies that conduct qualitative research in this
country – according to data from the Spanish market research association AEDEMO (Asociación Española de
Estudios de Mercado, Marketing y Opinión), the number of market research companies in Spain was 258 and of
these, 140 conducted qualitative research. The sample included different types of companies in terms of turnover
and the type of studies they undertake. They ranged from small specialist firms where qualitative research accounted
for over 90% of income (14.3% of the sample) to large companies, generally multinational, that derived under 10% of
their income from qualitative research (12.5% of the sample).
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The respondents' qualifications were also very heterogeneous, although there was a preponderance of sociologists,
psychologists and marketing and market research specialists. The proportion of men and women was similar. Their
ages spanned between around 35 years and, in a few cases, nearly 60 years of age. Some also had an academic
profile and taught at a university. Also, some of the respondents are highly respected in the industry and have had
considerable influence on the development of qualitative research in Spain.
Most of the interviews were conducted on the premises of the companies for which the respondents worked. The
script used in these interviews began by talking about the market research sector and qualitative research and
ended with specific aspects concerning costs, technical difficulties and the decisions involved in planning and
conducting focus groups. The main aims of this study were to ascertain practices concerning the use of focus groups,
general problems in applying these techniques, problems of an ethical nature and whether companies use them in a
similar manner or with major variations in their application.
The interviews obtained information on the principal components or dimensions of the design and application of the
method, such as the type of task, the influence of the participants' unfamiliarity with it, whether or not the participants
had previously taken part in a focus group, the recruitment systems employed, the degree of
homogeneity/heterogeneity of the participants, their unfamiliarity with the topic to be explored, the moderator's
leadership style, the size of the groups, the discussion guide, the type of incentive, where the session is held, etc.
In general, the information provided by the respondents was influenced by the fact of their feeling themselves to be
experts in both the topic of the interview and the interview technique. This led to a complex situation in which they
were favourably disposed to collaborate but controlled the information they provided because (1) they were very
interested in the topic and were prepared to reflect on it, (2) there was some resistance to proffering sensitive
information, not only about their own firms but also about practices in the sector – particularly as regards ethical
aspects, since there are practices of which they do not approve and which they think can damage the sector's image
– and (3) they were very interested in finding out about the practices and opinions of other professionals working in
the same sector, as their intense competition considerably limits the cooperation between them.
After transcribing the interviews, the data were analysed from an interpretative or hermeneutic perspective, bearing
in mind the context of the interviews and the situation and trends in the sector – greater price competition,
unqualified people entering the profession, the increasing influence of the clients on the design processes, etc – that
helped in understanding and explaining the practices and problems of the sector in relation to the application of
qualitative research in general.
With regard to the nature of focus groups and recommendations about their design, which are the part of the
information obtained which is of interest for the present study, an intra-subject follow-up of the interviews was carried
out, relating the respondents' opinions on the various design aspects to each other and seeking shared reply
patterns among them: for instance, those who consider the moderator ought to use a directing style are mostly of the
opinion that participants can know each other or can have relevant experience. This process made it possible to
identify which aspects of the design are usually related and, finally, two differentiated ways of understanding focus
groups, which are discussed in the next section.

3 What is a Focus Group? Two Approaches
The main finding about market research company practices concerning focus groups was the lack of any clear-cut,
convergent model of application. For every dimension of design and application there were participants who
advocated opposing stances, citing specific examples and cases. From a methodological point of view, the absence
of a clear framework for applying focus groups is highly damaging, as it helps to create a climate where the principle
of flexibility makes anything permissible.
The lack of convergent responses about how to apply focus groups comes about because the different theoretical
orientations or research paradigms lead to researchers' using the same term to refer to different things, with different
assumptions about their basis, use, design and practical application.
From a review of the literature, the study of market research company practices and analysis of how design factors
are interrelated, the present study has identified two main ways of understanding focus groups: the European
approach and the Anglo-Saxon approach.
The European approach largely comprises the contributions of Spanish researchers, with sociology and
psychoanalysis as the frames of reference for studying focus groups [2], [8], [9], [26], [38], [57]. In this approach, the
group is an instrument for producing group discourses that represent the discourses of segments of a population with
regard to how they experience a topic. It is not simply a device for people to shed their inhibitions and talk, but a way
of getting information that existed a priori to emerge, made manifest by the participants in their role as
representatives of their social groups.
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[26] took this idea further and saw the group as a discourse-producing machine – a discourse can be defined as the
set of words and phrases that a person uses to express his or her opinions and ideas. Through interaction, the
underlying ideas of each individual flow together, giving rise to a group discourse that reflects the ideas shared by
the members of the group. In the course of its development, agreements and disagreements are sought and desires,
needs and beliefs – the preformed information in the mind of the individual which contrasts with that of others and
which comes from the lessons of everyday life, from life experiences and what is perceived through them – are
revealed. These manifestations have their referents in social reality. In short, the fundamental function of the group is
to reveal the feelings or thoughts of people with a particular profile in relation to a topic, with the aim of generalising
the results to a population – this refers to qualitative representativeness rather than statistical generalisation. The
aim is that the way the participants experience a phenomenon (the feelings that emerge, dimensions or perspectives
for thinking about it, motives, attitudes, etc.) should reflect how people with their profile experience it.
However, generalisation of results has always been one of the weaknesses of qualitative research in general. In this
context, in this approach, particular attention is paid to aspects concerning design and moderation as a way to
guarantee quality – and to be able to generalise the results. For example, recruitment-related decisions are
particularly important. Selecting participants who are clearly typical of their social profile is the only form of gaining
access in a natural way to the social groups that they represent.
It is also essential to attempt to avoid their knowing what the discussion will be about in order to avoid prior
preparation of the discourse, since if people know that they will be going somewhere to talk about a certain topic they
may well read up on it beforehand, or be more sensitive to information that appears on the television or in other
media. Instead of obtaining the discourse of the target population, in that case the outcome will be a group of people
who have artificially prepared a discourse for a specific situation.
It is also important for the discourse to be constructed by the participants themselves. It is they who must decide
which aspects of the topic are relevant to the discussion and which are not worth talking about. This in turn highlights
another key aspect of this approach: the moderator has very little influence on discourse production. Too great an
influence would lead to the group constructing an artificial discourse, as over-motivation and excessive participation
by the group members would lead to a skewed discourse, adapted to the requests and demands of the moderator
but unreal in relation to what the participants really think and feel.
However, a moderator who gives the group very little input in order not to bias the results may have a problem in
obtaining the members' involvement and participation. In the European approach, particular care needs to be taken
over the planning and design process so that all the decisions work towards this aim. In this approach, for instance,
especially important aspects include avoiding using people with focus group experience or groups composed of
people who are similar in relation to the topic (same goals, knowledge, involvement, way of experiencing the subject,
etc).
In short, the main feature of the European approach which is decisive in every decision concerning research with
focus groups is that the group is a way of accessing preformed, pre-existing information and the aim is to collect this
information, not to influence it. This is of great importance if the focus group results are to be linked to those of the
target population.
The Anglo-Saxon approach is based, essentially, on the interactive current of thought on group dynamics. In this
approach, the group is where people relate to each other and attention centres on what happens during the
interaction process [4], [21], [20], [29]-[33], [45]-[52], [62]. Interaction between the participants is the basis for
producing information and the group is basically a means to achieve dynamism and disinhibition in order to maximise
interaction. The interest centres on how the information resulting from the interaction is constructed, how opinions
are articulated, censured, opposed and changed through social interaction and how this relates to communication
and the group rules [27]. As Wilkinson [69] p. 338 says, the focus group is an opportunity to observe the construction
of meaning in action.
In short, the interest of the group centres on the interaction within the decision-making process which makes it
possible to obtain real exchanges of opinion, demonstrate persuasion processes and uncover latent notions and
ideas [12].
Essentially, this approach is based on getting the group to work, produce and think, and the group is a means to
motivate and disinhibit people so that they will participate. In this perspective the subject is considered a
representative of his or her own self and the group is nothing more than a way to persuade the subject to offer
information. This approach is particularly useful in studies that aim to spur a group of consumers to carry out a task
with greater intensity, motivation and concentration than under normal conditions, as when testing packaging, a
product or questionnaire items or pretesting advertising. It should be pointed out that these tasks form no part of
people's everyday experience but are very useful for marketing decisions. The comments and interactions of
individuals who are focusing on analysing different packages are not part of their daily life, for instance, and it would
be difficult to project the results to the population at large, but they can provide very useful information for decisions
about packaging. The group's focus on a specific task is both its main strength and its main weakness: useful ideas
are obtained but given the imposition of the topics and the excessive influence of the moderator, it can hardly be
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supposed that the group's results would really form part of the discourse of the reference groups, in terms of both the
selection of the aspects to be covered and the depth of the discussion. The moderator and the pre-scripted
discussion guide are decisive in setting the direction that the discourse will take. As a result, the participants lose the
lead in deciding the relevance of the topics and interesting points of view can be overlooked if the moderator does
not take them into account.
Table 1: Main features of and differences between the European and Anglo-Saxon approaches to focus groups
Definition

Purpose of
dynamics
Most suitable types
of study

Group size

Group composition

Discussion guide
Result of dynamics
Participant's
function

Moderator

European approach
Technique for producing discourses that
facilitates the emergence of the shared
opinions of all the participants, representing
not only their way of thinking but also that of
the social or reference groups to which they
belong.
Collecting existing information which is typical
of
the
participants'
social
groups.
Understanding and explaining behaviour.
General studies of consumer behaviour,
motives, attitudes, meanings.

Traditional (8-12 participants) or reduced (5-6
participants)
depending
on
interest/involvement in the topic.
Homogeneity and cohesion among the
participants as the basic criterion. Results very
sensitive to the composition of the group.
Open, general questions on a few matters.
Free conversation.
Person as typical representative of a social
group or profile. Provides information on the
behaviour of his or her group in relation to the
topic. Person as informant.
Attitude: listen and learn from the participants'
experience. Maximum interest in their
comments. No judgement on the relevance of
the topics. Maximum flexibility, has to help the
group to explore the topic.
Skills: sensitive, empathetic, good at listening
and asking questions, introspective, logical
and analytical. Requires more training.

Other design
aspects that
require particular
attention
Dynamics and
information

Effects on the
participants
Strength of the
dynamics
Weakness of the
dynamics

Style: not very directing leadership. Going
deeper into meanings, learning from the group,
not showing judgements or attitudes towards
the topic, not influencing.
Results more dependant on the recruitment
process. Greater control over selection and
recruitment of participants. Avoid those with
focus group experience. Influence of
knowledge of the topic on group dynamics.
Highly interactive. Produces more reflective,
subconscious,
in-depth
information.
Information related to how the social groups
experience the topic.
Delve deeper into topics and answers. Topics
as social references.
Discover how a phenomenon is experienced.
Little information (at times), difficulty in
obtaining information from subjects with little
interest/involvement in the topic.

Anglo-Saxon approach
Technique that allows the members of the group
to shed inhibitions, reveal their opinions and
share their experiences, generating a discussion
of great qualitative richness that allows shared
and individual points of view to surface.
Generating and identifying ideas and opinions.
Producing information.
Creative and evaluation studies (questions and
scales for surveys, concept testing, product
testing, etc.).
Studies to answer specific questions and take
marketing mix related decisions.
Studies to reach saturation on many preestablished factors related to consumer
behaviour.
Traditional (8-12 participants).

Heterogeneity and some degree of homogeneity
among the participants as the basic criterion.
Results less sensitive to the composition of the
group.
Specific, semi-structured questions on a large
number of matters.
Guided conversation (moderator and script).
Person as individual motivated to produce own
information on specific matters. Person as
worker.
Attitude: has to be less flexible, keep the group
focused on the task or subject matter, motivate,
achieve dynamism.
Skills: creative, communicative, spontaneous,
empathetic, able to work with groups and knows
how to guide the participants.
Style: more directing or structured leadership.
Directing the discourse so that the group focuses
on a particular task, meeting the research
objective. Control over the blocks of topics and
the time spent on each. More prominent role.
Results less sensitive to recruitment process.
Recruitment-related decisions less important.

Highly interactive. Produces a large quantity of
data. Information is spontaneous, creative,
generated in the group situation.
Greater
number
of
ideas,
comments,
dimensions. Topics as responses to session
stimuli.
Maximise participation and interaction. Suitable
for generating and producing data.
Artificiality in responses (at times), possibility of
discussion guide and moderator influence
leading to unreal information.

Source: own elaboration
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Both approaches are widely used in practice. While they clearly match the most common definitions of focus groups,
they represent different purposes and dynamics. Not taking these differences into account may lead to mistaken
methodological recommendations. For instance, one variable that has been used to measure the effectiveness of
focus groups is the number of ideas generated [18], which makes sense for some applications in the Anglo-Saxon
approach but none in the European approach. In short, the two converge in the idea of groupness, but the European
approach sees this variable as a representation of social structures while the Anglo-Saxon approach sees it as a
communication device. Table 1 shows the main differences between the two approaches.
The differences in approach constitute a less ambiguous and more illuminating frame of reference than the generic
concept of a focus group, making it possible to compare the different group techniques (including online focus
groups) with the two approaches to focus groups and assess their similarity. It should also be emphasised that many
design-related decisions on which there is no consensus in the literature or in business practice are more easily
defined when the research is planned in accordance with either one or the other of these approaches.
Nevertheless, it should be emphasised that these two approaches are not incompatible or mutually exclusive.
Although there were some respondents who only used one of the two approaches – this depends on their education
and training. Some followers of the European approach take a very orthodox line on the postulates of the technique
and undervalue the Anglo-Saxon approach – others adapted their approach to the objective or the task to be
accomplished, in line with the view advocated in this paper. It may even be appropriate to adopt both approaches
during a single session, such as a first stage using the European approach to capture the participants' discourse,
followed by a second stage using the Anglo-Saxon approach to focus their attention on some specific type of task,
such as assessing different prototypes or versions of new products. Evidently, in these cases it would be necessary
to keep all the precautions regarding group design, recruitment and moderation in mind.

4 Online Focus Groups: Are they True Focus Groups?
The introduction of the Internet has made it possible to develop research methods and instruments which in many
cases are adaptations of traditional methods to the online environment, as is the case with internet focus groups.
Market research companies have fostered the development of these instruments as a way to offer more services in
the information market and differentiate themselves from others, conveying an aura of dynamism, modernity and
competitiveness to clients, as well as solving some classic problems with face to face groups. The mushrooming of
this method has not gone unnoticed among researchers into the marketing sector and has aroused interest in its
possible advantages, limitations and applications.
The literature has identified some strengths of online focus groups [11], [15], [23], [28], [34], [35], [42], [44], [64], that
can be summarised as follows: (1) they make it possible to involve geographically remote participants; (2) they are
cheaper than traditional focus groups because they cut out some of the costs, such as hiring rooms, the moderator's
travelling expenses, etc.; (3) the nature of electronic communication leads to dynamics that encourage the
participants to express their opinions reasonably swiftly, setting up a stimulus-response reaction; (4) the participants
make a greater number of comments, although these are shorter and simpler [61]; (5) they favour anonymity among
the participants, reducing the risk of inhibition on their part [54], [56], [65]; (6) in the case of chat-type online focus
groups, the transcriptions are available as soon as the session ends; (7) they have the potential to access
participants who are difficult to recruit, such as professionals and travelling salespeople; (8) participation is
convenient and easy; and (9) participation is more balanced in terms of the number of comments made by the
members.
The main limitations are: (1) only Internet users can be recruited as focus group members; (2) the participants may
experience technical difficulties in interacting, such as loss of connection; (3) the attendance or connection rate is
low; (4) information from non-verbal signs, which contribute great richness to analysis of the discourse, cannot be
used; (5) the role of the moderator is much reduced as a result of the lack of visual contact with the participants; (6)
the topics of discussion and the group dynamics are more limited; (7) the client's confidentiality could be endangered
by the lower level of control over the participants; (8) the security of the information is limited as the moderator
cannot check whether the participant in the chat is the person who is generating the information; (9) the clients
cannot sit close to the participants, so their only contact is viewing the participants' comments on the computer
screen; and (10) the participants are less given to making detailed comments explaining their motives or reasons,
confining themselves to writing messages that only give a favourable or unfavourable opinion, and this prevents their
focusing totally on the topic [14], [15], [23], [44], [61], [67].
Many of the advantages and limitations described in the literature are evident consequences of the online
environment and some are very intuitive. Summarising, the Internet opens up new possibilities for focus groups
because people who are physically apart can form groups. This has given rise, for example, to a greater frequency of
multi-country studies, which would be far more difficult to conduct in an off-line environment. It is important to
highlight that in these cases a series of issues and difficulties arise as a result of cultural differences, considerably
increasing the complexity of applying the technique, and these must be borne in mind because of their influence on
the quality of the results – for instance, it is important to remember that mixing people from different cultures in the
same session will affect the interaction and communication between the participants, as the perception of not being
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with similar people leads to greater inhibition, less spontaneity and greater self-control over what is communicated.
Many ideas might not be expressed owing to uncertainty about how they will be interpreted by the group. Another
important factor is the moderator's familiarity with the group's culture, which is necessary in order to be able to lead it,
to stimulate the participants, change the subject, or delve deeper into some aspects. Finally, a further important
problem arises in interpreting the results, which can only be done if there is cultural proximity between the moderator
and the participant. Although there are studies that give some suggestions in relation to cultural traits and focus
group planning [19], more research is needed in this area. However, the fundamental question is whether or not
these practices constitute true focus groups, as the applicability or otherwise of the methods suggested for traditional
groups depends on the answer. This issue will now be examined more deeply.
Firstly, however, it should be pointed out that the strengths and limitations noted by the various authors mentioned
above are generic and treat all online focus groups as a single method. However, the term online focus group does
in fact cover different situations, with different designs, dynamics and results, making it difficult to generalise. One
important distinction relates to real-time response systems – video conference or chat room – and delayed response
groups – blogs, e-mail, web sites, etc. – where the participants manage their own time, deciding when to connect to
the web, read the others' comments and express their opinion.
While some authors consider this second type a focus group [15], [63], the time delay and the nature of written
communication have certain consequences which strongly suggest that this is in fact a different technique, and one
in which the moderator does not have or cannot use the same resources as in real-time studies. One important
problem concerns how little control there is over the participants, in the sense that more are invited to take part than
finally make up the group and their participation depends on the time they have available and on their level of
interest in the topic. This means that the information obtained is not typical of a person with that profile but of a group
within that profile that is more interested or involved in the topic.
For the same reason, it is very difficult to get subjects with little interest in it to participate and the moderator has
more limited options for energising and motivating the participants. In this situation, studies of products or topics that
hold little interest for the participants are very difficult, considerably reducing the sphere of application of these
groups.
In relation to the discourse produced, the risk that the participants could use the group for their own purposes should
be considered. For instance, people who are very interested in the topic could use the group situation to influence
the others' opinions, persuading them or imposing their own stance or point of view.
Another potentially important problem is that in parallel, while they are disconnected from the group, the participants
could obtain external information. As a result, the discourse obtained would not be the pre-existing discourse of the
reference groups nor reflect their reality, but a discourse intentionally constructed in greater depth and more intense
detail.
Moreover, the fact of writing implies that the participants read what they write before sending it to the group, which
entails self-criticism of thoughts, toning down expressions, changing words, etc. As there is no obligation to read and
answer immediately, the information obtained is much more rational, reflective and prudent – even a concern to
avoid spelling or grammar mistakes can have considerable influence on the choice of words and the spontaneity of
the expressions employed. In other words, greater self-control over the language reduces the spontaneity of the
discourse. The underlying problem is that the results will give the perspective of a more rational, reflective consumer,
which may be far from the reality.
However, the main difference is that there is less interaction between the participants. This should be emphasised,
as it is precisely interaction and its consequences – mutual encouragement, disinhibition, the perception of being
among similar people, empathy, etc – that make the focus group method work, whether in the European or AngloSaxon approach. In the Internet environment it would appear evident that there is far less intensity of communication
between people, as the only contact with other participants is the comments some made a while back in the online
space, and when posting an answer there cannot even be any certainty of having read the comments on all the
previous ones.
Furthermore, the anachronism of the answers generally makes it impossible to comply with the fundamental principal
of this type of research: the formation of a group. There is no time sequence of interventions that gradually qualify
previous statements, construct the discourse and shift or change the subject. Quite the contrary, in fact, as
comments do not usually refer to those immediately preceding them and are not necessarily influenced by these. As
a result, different conversations take place simultaneously. Instead of a group moving forward together in a single
direction, parallel conversations take place as small groups each discuss their own topics.
Given all these considerations, it is difficult to accept that asynchronous online groups can be considered true focus
groups.
Real-time groups avoid some of the above limitations, although here too there are differences between those in
which the participants write their answers and those which allow spoken communication while seeing the
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participants' faces. The former (chat rooms) present the same limitations regarding the written medium as
asynchronous groups, with important repercussions for interaction between the participants that the moderator can
do little about – poorer information derived from the interaction process has been identified as one of the main
problems with online groups [37], [58]. The responses of online group participants are considered to be shorter than
in face to face groups [3], which has led to speculation about lower quality results. However, not everyone agrees
with this view [59], [66]. Although the moderator can set topics continually and encourage participation, the need to
write the answers usually leads to a question-answer dynamics in which the main point of reference is the moderator
rather than the group. As a result, this technique is more like a situation in which a moderator interviews various
people simultaneously but independently. In short, there is a danger of losing the basis for focus groups: groupness
and the interaction it brings about.
In the knowledge that a word or a simple gesture can convey much more information than the written medium,
symbols or graphic expressions (emoticons) are often used to increase the transmission of information, both in
speed and content. However, they only reflect the emotions that the participant consciously decides to transmit.
Groups based on real-time use of sound and images, in other word video conferences, are more like focus groups as
they allow greater communicative interaction, within the technical limitations of the online setting. Apart from the
means of communication (voice and image), the main difference compared to the previous types of online group is
the observance of speech turns, in that when one speaks the others listen. This generates group dynamics rather
than a set of isolated interventions on different topics being discussed simultaneously in mini-groups. The difference
is clear: a conjoint task is carried out in which all the participants are members of a single group and are working in
the same direction.
In short, only synchronic groups using image and sound (video conference) make it possible to consider that the
members constitute a group which is cohesive or centred on a single task throughout the session. It would be far
more difficult for this to take place in the other cases (asynchronous and chat room), which give rise to different
dynamics. That does not mean that their results are not valid, but that their usefulness can vary depending on the
nature of the problems being researched. For instance, such groups can be particularly useful when seeking
individual ideas or opinions, for tasks that seek many points of view (breadth) and for relatively simple topics. They
can also be useful for revealing the discourse of people with a high degree of involvement, considerable information
and deep-rooted opinions, i.e. sector professionals. It should be noted that in these cases the participants do not
change their opinions during the session, nor are opinions formed, they simply present their points of view. Although
they may appear to be contrary cases, asynchronous and chat room groups do have something in common:
interaction is not very important, as what is sought in both is personal opinions in isolation – first impressions or deep
ideas – rather than opinions that are generated and modified by working in a group. When interaction is important,
the written word is a poor substitute for the voice and body language.

5 Comparison between Online Focus Groups (Image and Sound)
and Traditional Focus Groups
Video conference groups are the online focus groups with the greatest resemblance to traditional focus groups but
are also the least studied of these types. However, they too present some differences that make them more suitable
for certain uses and less suitable for others. Based on the factors used in Table 1 to establish the distinguishing
features of the European and Anglo-Saxon approaches, Table 2 compares video conference online groups with face
to face focus groups. The basis for this analysis is the opinions of the 112 qualitative research professionals
surveyed in the empirical study. In view of the quantity of information obtained, these opinions have been combined,
summarised and interpreted.

80

Differences between Online and Face to Face Focus Groups, Viewed through Two
Approaches

Eva María Murgado-Armenteros
Francisco José Torres-Ruiz
Manuela Vega-Zamora

Journal of Theoretical and Applied Electronic Commerce Research
ISSN 0718–1876 Electronic Version
VOL 7 / ISSUE 2 / AUGUST 2012 / 73-86
© 2012 Universidad de Talca - Chile

This paper is available online at
www.jtaer.com
DOI: 10.4067/S0718-18762012000200008

Table 2: Differences between face to face focus groups and online groups using image and sound
Definition or
concept
Purpose of the
dynamics

Differences found in online groups
Interpersonal contact is through a computer
screen, there is no physical proximity.
In principle there are no differences, although
there are advantages and drawbacks which
make them particularly advisable for some
cases and unsuitable for others.

Group size

6-8 members (slightly smaller than traditional
groups)

Group composition

Heterogeneity or homogeneity is not a key
design variable, given the difficulty of checking
the participants' profiles. There is no guarantee
that the participants really possess the desired
profile (are not lying).
Recruitment on the Internet or by other
methods.

Result of the
dynamics

Highly directed conversation (greater control of
timing and topics).

Moderator

Very important, highly skilful in guiding the
discussion towards the research subject,
motivating all involved, enforcing order and
controlling the length of turns. More structured
conduct of the group and more directing
leadership.
Favours anonymity and lessens inhibition but
makes personal involvement difficult.
Participation is more egalitarian because of the
lower number of participants and greater
intervention by the moderator.
More spontaneous information but less depth,
as a result of the moderator's role.
Interaction more limited because of the online
environment.

Dynamics and
information

Effects on the
participants

Greater number of comments, short and
simple. In general, less self-analysis and
reflection.

Strength of the
dynamics

Practical and financial aspects: speed of
execution, lower cost, possibility of reaching
participants who are difficult to recruit because
of time, place or mobility problems.
Less richness/depth of information, less
possibility of observing non-verbal behaviour
(body language), difficult to obtain information
on topics where group interaction is important,
more difficult to capture emotions and,
sometimes, the presence of the web-cam and
being looked at directly by many faces can
inhibit some people.

Weakness of the
dynamics

Remarks
This difference has important consequences for
the way in which people relate to each other and
with the moderator, their involvement in the group
situation and the types of study that can be carried
out. It is impossible to conduct studies involving
senses such as smell, taste or touch, i.e. product
testing. The visual stimuli are restricted by the
computer screen, the software and the download
speed. Difficulties in observing body language
(except the face).
Justified by problems concerning the moderator's
control over a group of people who are not
physically present. Greater difficulty in enforcing
rules. More problems in motivating all the
members to participate.
Greater difficulty in getting the members of the
group to perceive that they are among similar
people, which hinders communication.
People need to be familiar with online interaction.
Recruitment problems due to difficulties in finding
Internet users with the desired profile. Difficulties in
guaranteeing that the participant matches the
target population.
The moderator's greater influence on the group
affects the latter's liberty to raise topics. Closer to
the Anglo-Saxon approach, although the sessions
are structured to a greater degree.
Greater difficulty in getting subjects with little
involvement in the topic to participate. Greater
difficulty in keeping the group interested in the
topic (avoiding voluntary disconnection). Greater
difficulty in imposing rules on the group.
Participants feel less involved in the group
situation but are continually encouraged by the
moderator, leading to a greater number of
interventions, but of lower quality. Fosters
stimulus-response dynamics, which can give rise
to forced, unreal opinions.
Technical problems such as sound delays can be
frustrating for the participants.
It is impossible to control each participant's setting
so external factors or distractions may be an
influence.
In general, less involvement, sensitivity and
reaction to the comments of the other participants.
Responses
essentially
motivated
by
the
moderator's behaviour.
Recommended for studies that require a very
specific target population which is difficult to recruit
(e.g. doctors, sector professionals), to obtain first
impressions on the topics, to generate ideas.
Problems in applying the technique in studies with
low involvement or ones of attitudes or
motivations.
Greater difficulty in applying projective techniques.
Greater difficulty in generalising group results to
the target population.

Source: own elaboration
Generally speaking, despite the differences, there would seem to be clear indications that online focus groups are
closer to the Anglo-Saxon approach than to the European one. From that point of view, they could provide a
replacement for the former (with a few limitations). However, they also offer some advantages that can make them
the only possible alternative. In particular, this type of focus group makes it possible to interview target populations
that could previously only be reached by an in-depth interview: ill people, people with reduced mobility, executives,
etc. Finally, it is important to note that this type of group can also be used to obtain information in greater depth but
there is less guarantee of being able to extrapolate the results to a population, given the problem of ensuring
appropriate selection of the participants. Moreover, the role of the moderator and the resulting dynamics make it
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doubtful that the topics which arise during the conversation and the depth to which they are addressed represent the
discourse of the target population, which is the main purpose of the European approach.
Considering all the relationships between design decisions and their effects on people's behaviour, on the dynamics
and on the results, three basic elements have been identified that summarise the essence of a focus group and can
be used as a basic frame of reference for comparing different methods: the interaction process or group dynamics,
the influence of the moderator and the research topic or aim – these three elements are the result of a two-fold
process. Firstly, based on the opinions and suggestions of the interviewees, all the cause-effect relations between
the technique design variables and their results were isolated. Secondly, structural analysis was performed with the
MICMAC method. The complete study can be found in [53]. With these three elements, the comparative analysis can
be completed.
The interaction process: This is mentioned in the literature as the main reason why the focus group method works
[29]. From the perspective of the Anglo-Saxon approach, [18] explains that the group situation creates a climate of
trust in which people pluck up courage and become less inhibited about sharing their feelings, opinions and
experiences. [60], taking the European point of view, summarises the focus group as enhancing the individuals'
capacity for self-analysis and creating a situation in which more points of view are exchanged and individual
reactions are multiplied, so the participants are stimulated and find it easier to disclose, analyse and describe their
ideas, attitudes, experiences and behaviour.
Given the importance of the interaction process, fostering and pursuing the greatest possible interaction between the
participants must be a guiding aim in the design of online groups [1], [16].
Moderator style: This is another key factor in the group process [7], [22], [40], [41], [62] and is closely related to the
interaction process. In general it is assumed that whatever the approach, the moderator must generate a creative,
synergistic and non-inhibiting atmosphere [39].
In broad outline, the moderator can use one of two group leadership styles, which are identified with the two
approaches: a directing style in which the moderator intervenes to organise both the information and the interaction
between the participants – the Anglo-Saxon style – or a non- directing style, which cuts the moderator's intervention
to the minimum so that the group can express itself with greater liberty. In this case – the European style – it is the
group that decides on the relevance of the topics. In face to face groups either style can be used, depending on the
theoretical orientation and on the type of task or the aim of the research. For exploratory studies, the choice will
depend on whether shared or unique ideas are sought. However, a non-directing style is advisable for tasks that are
intended to discover and understand motives, life experiences, preferences and shared behaviour [19], so these
would be difficult to conduct in an online setting.
The dynamics generated by online focus groups require a more directing and structured moderator style than for
face to face groups. The moderator therefore needs to be very skilful at controlling the group, guiding the discussion,
introducing and returning to questions, directing the participants and ensuring that the conversation flows as
smoothly as possible. Moreover, the moderator of an online group has no access to non-verbal or body signals. This
makes it more difficult for the moderator to assess and analyse the answers and adapt his or her behaviour in
response to the signals received from the group in an online setting, ruling out subtle, delicate moderation in
response to the nuances highlighted by the participants.
The type of task: This is another element that must be taken into account when planning the research, given its
important repercussions on the other variables. [53] attempts a synthesis and concludes that in face to face groups,
the type of task can be classified into two perspectives. One is depth, for studies that aim to understand or interpret a
phenomenon in the greatest possible depth, to explain more. These have an inductive/theoretical aim. The other is
breadth, for studies that aim to consider every possible way of seeing or exploring a phenomenon, such as
determining the factors that form the basis for perceptions of quality or satisfaction when visiting a shop, or reaching
saturation in their regard. Naturally, the dimension of breadth is more superficial.
Based on the particular features of internet group interaction processes, the online format could be more appropriate
for research aims that seek the dimension of breadth. In line with this idea, [61], [68] consider that online groups are
suitable for studies that seek first impressions of new products or ideas, in other words, for tasks that aim to obtain a
wide spectrum of opinions. Equally, they are less suitable for obtaining information concerning the participants'
feelings and motives. This does not mean that they cannot be used for studies that seek the dimension of depth,
although the quality of the results cannot be guaranteed to the same extent.
The above three elements must be taken into account when planning research using online focus groups, from the
point of view of analysing how the specific decisions that are taken can affect the results of the research.
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6 Conclusions
This paper presents a comparative analysis between online and face to face focus groups. As the term focus group
is employed to refer to different situations, a prior step was to distinguish the European and Anglo-Saxon
approaches. This classification is based on a review of the literature and on a study comprising 112 in-depth
interviews with heads of qualitative marketing research that centred on the theory and practical application of focus
groups.
The main contribution made by this work may be its identification of the two approaches and of the set of factors or
dimensions that describe them. This provides a frame of reference that can be used to compare different variants or
types of focus group and to give more guidance for decision-making in research conducted with focus groups. For
instance, research using the European approach will pay particular attention to factors such as participant
recruitment (attempting to ensure that group members are typical of the target profile or population), to the
participants' not knowing the details of the topic to be discussed and to the moderator's interventions (not artificially
introducing topics that are not part of the target population's discourse), among others. In the Anglo-Saxon approach,
on the other hand, avoiding the moderator's potential influence on the discourse is less important than achieving
greater participation and disinhibition, so he or she intervenes more.
The proposed separation into two approaches may be useful in research on focus groups because it provides
guidance on the dependent variables that need to be taken into account when designing experiments or studies that
centre on the methodological aspects of focus groups. One of the problems in such studies has been the selection of
dependent variables to measure the results of manipulating some variables (different group sizes, incentives, etc.),
which can lead to errors of interpretation if the essential task to be performed and the approach within which the
research is conducted are not taken into account. In a study of the basic motivations and behaviour of young people
with regard to joining a gymnasium, conducted to gain an understanding of their behaviour (European approach), it
does not make much sense to use variables related to group work and productivity, which are typical of the AngloSaxon approach. In this case the quality of the results depends on the degree of fit between the discourse obtained
and that of the target population so, for instance, using the number of different ideas or number of speech turns as
dependent variables is not related to the purpose of the study. Indeed, a large number of ideas may indicate an
unreal discourse with little freedom, unduly influenced by a moderator who is continually attempting to encourage
and disinhibit the group. Consequently, before designing an experiment it is advisable to consider what approach to
take, and this depends on the type of task. Practically every task can be included in one of two main groupings:
listening to the group and obtaining an existing discourse (European approach) or making the group work, think,
assess or provide ideas and suggestions (Anglo-Saxon approach).
Using the two approaches as a comparative framework for analysing online focus groups, important differences were
encountered between these, raising questions about the extent to which they can be included in a single category
under the generic term online focus group. Online groups based on written communication, whether synchronic or
asynchronous, present problems in fulfilling two basic premises that constitute the essence of a focus group:
groupness and interaction. As a result, they can hardly be considered valid universal substitutes for face to face
groups. Moreover, if they constitute different techniques, the question that needs to be asked is how far the methods
and suggestions for applying face to face research can be extrapolated to online groups based on the written
medium. Further experimental research will be needed to provide solid guidelines to working with online groups
using written communication.
Only in synchronic focus groups with image and sound (video conference) can all the participants be considered to
act in a cohesive way and to centre on carrying out the task or research aim. In groups using written communication,
these dynamics are very difficult to achieve. Even with image and sound there is less interaction, because the
limitations of the online setting (absence of physical contact, less perception of body language, potential distractions,
etc.) make it difficult for the participants to become as involved in the session. This leads to slower dynamics,
obliging the moderators to intervene constantly and use a much more structured and directing leadership style.
The lower degree of interaction between the participants and the need for constant intervention by the moderator to
guide the discussion constitute a limitation for online groups with image and sound. As a result, this technique is less
able to obtain deeper, more reflective information and, above all, to distinguish whether the participants' words are a
result of ideas they already had or are an artificial response to the moderator's interventions. Consequently, these
focus groups would seem to be more suitable for work-type tasks (Anglo-Saxon approach). Nevertheless, despite
their weaknesses, they possess clear advantages that make them advisable in particular market research contexts,
owing to their cheapness, speed and convenience. For instance, achieving the participation of people who are
difficult to recruit or geographically scattered could be a factor that would suggest their use.
In view of the foregoing, in which circumstances should online groups be used and how should they be used? While
it must be emphasised that deeper research into focus group methodology is needed, from the point of view of the
two approaches discussed in this paper and the variables employed to compare them it is possible to venture a few
suggestions. The first consideration is the aim of the research. If it is to obtain and analyse an existing discourse
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(European approach) then online groups would not seem the best option, as their excessive structuring and the
continual intervention of the moderator will hamper the external validity of the results. If it is individual performance of
tasks, the quality of the results could be similar to that of face to face groups in the Anglo-Saxon approach, provided
that certain precautions are taken to mitigate the reduced interaction and involvement of the participants and keep
them interested in the meeting. This requires greater preparation of the session, with a selection of topics and tasks
that avoids any dead time and stimulates the group members constantly. Using more games and projective
techniques could be an option. However, the main dynamic factor is the moderator, who needs special training to
encourage participation in an online setting. In this context, including a trained false participant to motivate the others
without attempting to influence their answers could be helpful for this purpose. Lastly, if the aim is not to generalise
the results to a target population but only to produce information, using participants with group experience who have
shown an open, participative personality in other studies could be a way of enlivening the others, and market
research company data bases contain people of this type. Naturally, the importance of these considerations
increases in inverse proportion to the participants' interest in the topic or task demanded of the group.
Finally, the results and conclusions of the present study are based on an interpretation of the market research sector
professionals' practices, suggestions, reflections and understandings of the qualitative method. To complete these
results and investigate them in greater depth, it would be interesting to conduct experimental research into the extent
to which design decisions affect the dynamics and results of each of the two approaches and of the different types of
online focus group. The type of task to be carried out (or the approach to be adopted) would need to be considered
in order to make an appropriate choice of dependent variables.
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