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Abstract: Focus Group Discussion (FGD) also known as group interviewing is one of the 

most widely used primary instrument for research today. It is essentially a qualitative method 

and is based on structured, semi-structured, or unstructured interviews. Focus Group 

Discussion makes it possible for the researcher or interviewer to question many individuals 

systematically and simultaneously. Though Focus Group Discussion has proved very useful 

as primary instrument for research, some abuses and limitations have been observed. This 

research note provides deep insights into the basic epistemological assumptions of the Focus 

Group Discussion, its usefulness in meeting research objectives, the composition and 

selection of the group, its administration and operational procedure, the analysis of data 

collected through Focus Group Discussion, and its common abuses and limitations. 
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Introduction 

A Focus Group Discussion (FGD) is a form of qualitative research in which a group of 

people are asked about their perceptions, opinions, beliefs, experiences, and attitudes towards 

a phenomenon, idea, concept, service, programme, and so on (Henderson, 2009). Babbie 

(2021) posited that the focus group method, which is also called group interviewing, is 

essentially a qualitative method. It is based on structured, semi-structured, or unstructured 

interviews. It allows the researcher/interviewer to question several individuals systematically 

and simultaneously. Corroborating Henderson (2009), Giddens & Sutton (2019, p.51-52) 

stated that focus group discussion is essentially ‗‗group interviews in which a particular 

group of people – usually between 4 and 10 individuals are gathered together to discuss a 

subject and exchange views. The researcher acts as moderator but also asks specific questions 

to direct the discussion‘‘. Similarly, Babbie (2021) enunciated that in focus group discussion, 

5 – 15 people are brought together in a private, comfortable environment to engage in a 

guided discussion of some topic.  

 

In Focus Group Discussion, questions are asked in an interactive group setting, where 

participants are free to talk with other group members. The first focus groups were created at 

Bureau of Applied Social Research in the United States of America (USA), by an associate 

director, sociologist Robert Merton (Kaufman, 2003). The term itself was coined by 

Psychologist and Marketing expert, Ernest Dichter (Ames, 1998). In recent years, 

sociologists have made use of focus groups, which have previously been widely used in 

marketing and surveys of political sciences, as qualitative research method (Giddens & 
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Sutton, 2019). In the social sciences and urban planning, focus group discussion allows 

interviewers to study people in a more natural setting than a one-to-one interview. In 

combination with participant observation, they can be used for gaining access to various 

cultural and social groups, selecting sites to study, sampling of such sites, and raising 

unexpected issues for exploration (Marshall & Gretchen, 2008; Sagoe, 2012). In criminology 

and criminal justice research, Joyce (2018) enunciated that variants of focus groups (such as 

citizens‘ summits and citizens juries) can be used to ascertain opinions on public policy 

issues.  

 

The Basic Epistemological Assumptions 

Before attempting to explain the basic epistemological assumptions that are particularly 

relevant to focus group discussion, it is imperative to first of all shed some light on the 

concept ‗epistemology‘. Epistemology, according to Scott and Marshall (2015) in the Oxford 

Dictionary of Sociology, is the philosophical theory of knowledge – how we know what we 

know. Epistemology is generally characterized by a division between two competing schools 

of thought: rationalism and empiricism. Both approaches were concerned with finding secure 

foundations for knowledge and clearly distinguish such well-grounded knowledge from mere 

prejudice, belief, or opinion. Similarly, Richards (2009) and Rolin (2006, p.125-136), 

explained that epistemology is about the nature of knowledge and how knowledge is 

produced. Epistemology has to do with how we believe we might discover knowledge and 

what constitutes knowledge. How do we know the world? What is the relationship between 

the inquired and the known?  

 

Whether explicit or simply subsumed, disciplines adopt basic premises about the sources and 

nature of knowledge. Three distinctive perspectives are particularly relevant to focus group 

discussion (Sayre, 2001). First, social constructionism broadly posits that much of reality and 

meaning and categories that frame everyday life are essentially social creations. This 

orientation traces its origins to thinking from social psychology, economics, political science, 

criminology, management, sociology and cultural anthropology. Focus groups analyses that 

reflect this view tend to emphasize how group members collaborate on some issues, how they 

achieve consensus (or fail to), how they construct shared meanings about social concerns 

(Sayre, 2001; Fuss, 2013).   

 

The phenomenological approach to analysis is about the opposite. Drawing generally from 

clinical psychology and more specifically from phenomenological psychology, the analytic 

emphasis is on the subjective, idiosyncratic perceptions and motivations of the individual 

respondents (Sayre, 2001; Goodrich, 2011). Finally, advocates of interpretivism accept the 

prior perspectives but are sceptical about taking focus group respondents‘ words at face 

value. Researchers from this school owe much to ethnographic studies that focus on both 

individuals‘ words and actions, particularly to the science of body language and facial 

expressions. These enable a researcher to come up with objective reality (Sayre, 2001; Crotty, 

2019).  

 

Usefulness of Focus Group Discussion in Meeting Research Objectives 

Focus Group Discussion produces data and insights that would be less accessible without 

interaction found in a group setting-listening to others‘ verbalized experiences stimulates 

memories, ideas, and experiences in participants. This is also known as group effect where 

group members engage in ‗‘a kind of ‗chaining‘ or ‗cascading‘ effect; talk links to, or 

tumbles out of, the topics and expressions preceding it‘‘ (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002, p.182; 

Tracy, Lutgen-Sandvik & Alberts, 2006). Focus Group Discussion members discover a 
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common language to describe similar experiences. This enables the capture of a form of 

‗‘native language‘‘ or ‗‘vernacular speech‘‘ to understand the situation (Marshall & 

Gretchen, 2008). Giddens & Sutton (2019) gave an insight that focus group discussion can 

increase the size of the sample quite easily and because of their interactive nature, any 

possible misunderstandings can be clarified, thereby increasing the validity of a study‘s 

findings.  

 

Apart from not requiring complex sample and providing wide range of information on a short 

time (Babbie, 2021; Gibbs, 1997; Krueger, 1994; Morgan, 1998; & Stewart, 2007), Giddens 

& Sutton (2019), Krueger (2002) and Sagoe (2012) points to the fact that the technique is a 

socially oriented research method capturing real-life data in a social environment, has 

flexibility, has high face validity, has speedy results and is low in cost.  

 

The Composition and Selection of the Group 

It is pertinent to mention that different scholars recommend different in the compositional 

range of groups. Giddens & Sutton (2019) explained that focus group is usually composed of 

4 to 10 individuals, while McNamara (2011a & 2011b) is of the view that focus groups are 

usually conducted with 6 – 10 members. Joyce (2018) gave no specific number but stated that 

―for the purpose of criminological research, it is likely that the groups used will be small in 

order to prevent them from becoming unwieldy and unmanageable‘‘. Babbie (2021) posits 

that a focus group is typically composed of 5 to 15 people and Gibbs (1997) recommends 6 – 

10 participants. Whatever the ranges are, Sagoe (2012) and Krueger (2002) are of the view 

that the composition of focus groups may be with as much as 15 participants, some with as 

little as 4 participants.  

 

According to Nwanunobi (2002, p.42), selection of the group members should be according 

to identified socio-economic and demographic criteria so as to encourage free discussion and 

exchange within the group. Similarly, the Moderator‘s Manual for Conducting FGD (2020) is 

of the view that participants should be roughly of the same socio-economic group or have 

similar background in relation to the issue under investigation; and the age and gender 

composition of the group should facilitate free discussion. McNamara (2011a & 2011b) 

suggests that members who are likely to be participative and reflective should be selected. He 

further advised that attempt should be made to select members who don‘t know each other. 

Finally, Nyumba, Wilson, Derrick and Mukherjee (2018), Krueger (1994 & 2002), Gibbs 

(1997), Giddens & Sutton (2019) and Babbie (2021)  are of the view that members selected 

should not be in any kind of power relationship as participants need to feel comfortable with 

each other.  

 

Focus Group Discussion Administration and Operational Procedure 

Nyumba, Wilson, Derrick & Mukherjee (2018), Sagoe (2012) and McNamara (2011a & 

2011b) posited and agreed that in focus group discussion administration and operational 

procedure, the following are necessary: preparing for session; developing questions; planning 

for the session; facilitating the session; and action taken immediately after the session. These 

are explained below. 

 

Preparing for the Session 

Sagoe (2012), McNamara (2011a & 2011b) and Joyce (2018) are of the view that the major 

objective of the meeting should be identified, 5 to 6 questions should be carefully developed, 

the session be planned (explained below) and then a call should be made to potential 

members to invite them to the meeting. There should be plan to provide a copy of the report 
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from the session to each member and let them know that the researcher will do this. About 

three days before the session, each member should be called and reminded to attend.  

 

Developing Questions 

Nyumba, Wilson, Derrick & Mukherjee (2018) and McNamara (2011a & 2011b) 

recommends that 5 – 6 questions be developed per session and a session should last one to 

1.5 hours. The researcher should first ask himself/herself what the problem or need will be 

addressed by the information gathered during the session, e.g., examine if a new service, idea 

or programme will work, and/or further understand how a programme will work, and/or 

further understand how a programme is failing. Questions asked should be open ended (never 

yes or no questions); no leading questions (to avoid bias); carefully sequenced questions (less 

sensitive questions first).  

 

Planning the Session 

According to Sagoe (2012) and McNamara (2011a & 2011b), scheduling of meetings should 

be planned for not longer than 1.5 hours long and over lunch seems to be very good time for 

others to find time to attend. Setting and refreshments should be properly planned such that 

sessions should be held in a conference room, or any place with adequate air flow and 

lighting. Chairs should be configured so that members can see each other, name tags are 

provided for members as well and refreshments, especially box lunches if session is held over 

lunch. It is critical to have a few, short ground rules that sustain participation, such as: (a) 

keep focused; (b) maintain momentum; (c) get closure on questions. It is advisable to 

consider the following agenda: welcome; review of ground rules, introductions, questions, 

and answers, wrap up. Membership and selection should be considered as discussed with 

items above. Plan should be made to record the session with either an audio or audio-video 

recorder. The researcher should not count on his memory and may involve a co-facilitator 

who is there to talk notes.  

 

Facilitating the Session 

Nyumba, Wilson, Derrick & Mukherjee (2018), Sagoe (2012) and McNamara (2011a & 

2011b) posit that the major goal of the facilitator is collecting useful information to meet goal 

of meeting. The facilitator should introduce himself and co-facilitator, if used; explain the 

means to record the session; carry out the agenda as explained above; carefully word each 

question before that question is addressed by the group; allow the group a few minutes for 

each member to carefully record their answers; facilitate discussion around the answers to 

each question, one at a time. After each question is answered, a summary should be carefully 

reflected to be sure what was said was heard (the note taker may do this). It is advisable to 

ensure even participation. If one or two people are dominating the meeting, then the 

facilitator should call on others and consider using a round table approach, including going in 

one direction around the table, giving each person a minute to answer the question. If the 

domination persists, the facilitator should note it to the group and ask for ideas about how the 

participation can be increased.  

 

Immediately after the Session 

Sagoe (2012), McNamara (2011a & 2011b) and Giddens & Sutton (2019) recommend that 

the researcher (facilitator) should verify the tape recorder, if used, worked throughout the 

session; make any notes on his/her written notes, e.g., to clarify any scratching, ensure pages 

are numbered, fill out any notes that don‘t make sense, etc. The facilitator should also write 

down any observations made during the session. For example, where did the session occur 



Dutse International Journal of Social and Economic Research Vol. 6, No. 2 July 2021 

  

 

201 

 

and when, what was the nature of participation in the group? Were there any surprises during 

the session? Did the tape recorder break?  

 

Analysis of Data Collected through Focus Group Discussion 

The analysis and interpretation of focus group data require a great deal of judgement and 

care. As with other types of data, the nature of the analysis of focus group discussion data 

should be determined by the research question and the purpose for which the data are 

collected (Sagoe, 2012; Giddens & Sutton, 2019; Goldman & McDonald, 1987; Krippendorf, 

2004; Krippendorf & Bock, 2009).  

 

According to the Moderators‘ Manual for Conducting FGD (2020), the following steps 

should be taken in analysis of data collected through FGD: 

 

i. After the transcript of the discussion is prepared, coding should be done 

following the researcher‘s topics and the participants‘ statements right away. 

Finer sub-codes should be made. 

ii. Comments should be written (the researcher‘s first interpretation of the data). 

Additional questions should be formulated if certain issues are still unclear or 

controversial. 

iii. When all the data are collected, the data should be summarized in a compilation 

sheet, organizing the findings per topic for each. The focus group discussion 

interviews should be numbered and key words used to summarize group 

statements in the compilation sheet so that the researcher can always go back to 

the full statement. 

iv. A systematic comparison between groups on all topics should be done. The 

objectives and problem analysis diagram should be used as a framework for 

analysis and comparison. 

v. The next step could be to put the major findings for different study populations 

on one sheet. The researcher may want to use some of these sheets in his/her 

research report. 

vi. Report Writing: It is advisable to start with the purpose of the focus group 

discussions, the selection and composition of the groups of FGD participants and 

a commentary on the group process, so the reader can assess the validity of the 

reported findings. 

vii. Finally, the findings are presented, following the researcher‘s list of topics and 

guided by the objective(s) of his/her FGD. Quotations should be included 

whenever possible as illustrations, particularly for key statements.  

        

 Its Common Abuses and Limitations 

Though FGD has proved very useful as a primary instrument for research, some abuses 

and limitations have been observed. The abuses are:  

 

a. Observer Dependency: This is a situation where the results obtained are 

influenced by the researcher or his own reading of the group‘s discussion, 

raising questions of validity (Campbell & Stanley, 2020). 

b. Social Desirability Bias: Rushkoff (2005) argues that focus groups often aim 

to please rather than offering their own opinions experiences or evaluations, 

and with data often cherry-picked to support a foregone conclusion. Some 

FGs just set out to ensure they don‘t offend anyone. 
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c. Groupthink: This occurs when the setting is fundamentally wrong. If for 

e.g., the FGs are held in a laboratory setting with a moderator who is a 

professor and the recording instrument is obtrusive, the participants may 

either hold back on their responses and/or try to answer the moderator‘s 

questions with answers the participants feel the moderator want to hear 

(Campbell & Stanley, 2020). 

 

         Limitations 

i. In the case of very sensitive topics, such as sexual and reproductive health, 

Human Immunodeficiency Virus/Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome 

(HIV/AIDS) etc., FGDs may also have their limitations, as group members 

may hesitate to air their feelings and experiences freely.  

ii. With all of the other participants present, there cannot be any guarantee of 

confidentiality and this may make participants to provide responses that are 

not actually their opinions, ideas or perceptions about the subject matter 

(Rushkoff, 2005). 

iii. The interviewer may over-direct the interview and the interviewees, thus 

bringing his or her own views into play (Babbie, 2021, Oguonu & Anugwom, 

2014, Nworgu, 2015). 

iv. Controlling the dynamic within the group is a major challenge (Krueger, 2002, 

Babbie, 2021). 

v. Giddens & Sutton (2019) observed that some types of FGD may be physically 

dangerous, for instance, a researcher studying a delinquent gang might be seen 

as a police informer or might become unwittingly embroiled in conflicts with 

rival gangs. 

vi. Krueger (2002) pointed out that FGD data is difficult to analyze; moderators 

require special skills; difference between groups can be troublesome, groups 

are difficult to assemble; and the discussion must be conducted in a conducive 

environment. 

vii. A researcher could begin to identify so closely with the group that he or she 

becomes too much of an insider and loses the perspective of an outside 

observer (Giddens & Sutton, 2019).  

viii. Only fairly small groups or communities can be studied and much depends on 

the skill of the researcher in gaining the confidence of the individuals 

involved. Without this skill, the researcher is unlikely to get off the ground at 

all (Giddens & Sutton, 2019, Oguonu & Anugwom, 2014). 

ix. The researcher may be constantly frustrated because the members of the group 

refuse to talk frankly about themselves (Giddens & Sutton, 2019).  

x. Direct queries may be welcomed in some contexts but met with a chilly 

silence in others (Giddens & Sutton, 2019).  

 

Conclusion 

This research note has succeeded in turning inside-out the use of Focus Group Discussion 

(FGD) as a primary instrument for research. The uses, processes and procedures of 

conducting an effective FGD as well as the analysis of data collected through FGD have been 

discussed. Also discussed are the abuses and limitations of this important research tool. 

Indeed, the fact that FGD may not be frequently used by social and behavioural sciences 

researchers might be because of the lack of skills in conducting an effective FGD session. 

Thus, the importance of this research note cannot be over-emphasized. It is hoped that this 

exposition on FGD will no doubt stimulate the social and behavioural researchers to see the 
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possibilities and potentials of the FGD as a veritable primary instrument for generating useful 

qualitative data. Most importantly, the knowledge of abuses and limitations of the FGD will 

adequately prepare the researcher to navigate successfully in the conduct of effective FGD.  
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