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ABSTRACT

Information Systems researchers have embraced a number of qualitative research
approaches and methodologies, including interviews, observations, and even action
research. One research method gaining visibility in IS research is the focus group
research method. Focus groups have the potential to provide great insights into
phenomena of interest to IS researchers as they allow researchers to get deeper into the
topic of interest by providing more background information about the circumstances of
the subject’s answers or opinions. This paper presents a review of focus group research
in the information systems literature, and provides a discussion of how and when the
focus group research method can be the most appropriate method to use for IS
theorizing. The discussion highlights the idea that the focus group research method is
particularly useful for exploratory research on topics where concepts normally emerge
through interactions among individuals or where concepts are initially unclear to
participants, and as part of a multi-method research program for theory development.
Examples of focus groups used in theory development are provided, together with a
discussion of the limitations of the research method.

Keywords: focus group, qualitative research, information systems research, theory
development

INTRODUCTION

“A research process can be viewed as a series of interlocking choices, in which we try simultaneously
to maximize several conflicting desiderata”(McGrath 1982)

Information systems researchers have increasingly embraced new research approaches,
methodologies, and epistemologies over the years. Each approach or perspective provides its own set
of advantages and disadvantages. Qualitative techniques, for one, allow researchers to describe and
explore an area of study in a rich context, in order to gain an understanding of the subjective
experiences of the participants (Bryman 1988). Today, one can often find studies using qualitative
methodologies published in leading IS journals. Among qualitative research methods, one often reads
of case studies used for grounded theory or model testing, where interviews and observations have
dominant roles to play. One research method gaining visibility in IS research is the focus group
research method (Sobreperez 2008). Rooted in market and social research, focus groups represent
one qualitative research method where participants are selected and brought together to explore and
discuss a specific topic, often in great detail (Morgan 1997). Importantly, in focus groups, participants
are able to interact with, and react to, other participants in responding to questions and prompts of the
moderator (Krueger and Casey 2000). It is argued in this paper that these interactions can be
extremely useful in information systems theory development for phenomena where constructs exist in
or emerge from individuals’ interactions with one another, such as team software development or
impacts of telecommuting on groups.
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Focus groups not only allow researchers to collect a concentrated set of interactions in a given time
period, they also enable researchers to obtain more background information about the circumstances
of the answers provided by the subjects (Krueger 1994). As a result, focus groups have the potential
to provide significant insights about phenomena of interest to IS researchers in several situations:
first, when information systems researchers are interested in new topics to be studied via exploratory
research (e.g., what are the critical success factors for implementation of cloud computing); second,
focus groups can also support research where constructs emerge from group interactions as opposed
to individuals situations (e.g., how do software development teams benefit from (or not) mandatory
use of new standards) (Krueger and Casey 2000; Le Rouge and Niederman 2006); and finally, a
review of the IS literature reveals that focus groups can play an important role in developing
theoretical models of IS phenomena to be tested. The purpose of this paper is therefore to explore the
use of the focus group method in the information systems literature, discuss its advantages and
limitations, and discuss the applicability of this research method for the development of theories in
information systems. More specifically, the discussion is guided by the following question: Under
which circumstances is the focus group research method most appropriate for IS theorizing, and how
can the method best be used for IS theorizing?

This paper provides two main contributions: first, it offers a review and categorization of how the
focus group research method has been used in information systems research, and second and more
importantly, it discusses how and when the focus group research method can be used for theory
development in IS research. The remainder of the manuscript is organized as follows. The
background section briefly discusses the focus group research method followed by a review and
analysis of focus group research in the information systems literature. Then, a discussion of the
applicability of the focus group research method to the field of information systems and the potential
role of focus groups in IS theorizing are provided and illustrated by research examples. Finally,
limitations of this work are offered before concluding comments are provided.

THE FOCUS GROUP RESEARCH METHOD

The focus group research method has long been used in studies of consumer attitudes, perceptions,
and opinions in the marketing and business communications literature (Fern 1982; Hartman 2004). As
a result, many researchers describe the method in substantial details (Edmunds 1999; Fern 2001;
Krueger 1994; Krueger and Casey 2000). This section provides a brief overview of the method, with
more details provided in Appendix A.

The focus group method is a qualitative data gathering technique where focus group sessions involve
several participants assembled for a planned discussion to explore a specific topic of interest to
researchers in a permissive, non-threatening environment (Krueger 1994). The focus group research
method benefits from the interaction among participants, which can reveal shared ideas, reactions,
and opinions on the topic of the study. Morgan (1997) refers to this as collaborative construction
instead of consensus or negotiation. The participants are therefore influenced by each other when
responding to ideas and comments in the discussion. In reality, they can also be influenced by the
moderator, the setting, or any tools used in conducting the focus group. As a result, focus group
research often better fits in the interpretivist epistemology (Myers 1997), where participants’
interactions influence each other and might influence the interpretation of the researcher, allowing
that participants might be influenced by their interactions with the researcher/moderator. Without the
interaction among participants, findings represent individual perceptions, i.e., ideas in isolation, as
opposed to shared perceptions or individual perceptions embedded in a social or problem context.
Indeed, Morgan (1997) suggests that the synergistic effects of focused interactions, can provide
greater insights than the sum of individual interviews.
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Typically, focus group sessions are conducted by a moderator with the responsibility of running the
session. A very high level of involvement is necessary to ensure that all participants voice their ideas,
attitudes, perceptions or opinions, and that emerging concepts of interest are explored through further
probing when appropriate (Sobreperez 2008). The focus group participants are selected because they
are knowledgeable about the topic investigated. The sessions are recorded with audio and/or video
equipment, and are then transcribed so that they can be analyzed. In that aspect, focus groups follow
similar procedures as other qualitative data collection approaches such as interviews and observations
(Strauss and Corbin 1998). The focus group transcripts can be analyzed using standard qualitative
analysis software and techniques (Miles and Huberman 1994). The results can be used to develop
grounded theories (Eisenhardt 1989), provide contextual data for case studies (Yin 1994), or more
frequently, to provide exploratory constructs and relationships that will be tested at a later stage of
research (e.g., Dickinger et al. 2008; Lee et al. 1995). Interestingly, the data gathered from focus
groups are not limited to transcripts obtained from the discussions in the sessions, but can also include
the moderator (or assigned scribe) notes, body language if video is used, results from debriefing
sessions (if conducted), and any pre-session questionnaires that can be distributed at the beginning of
focus groups (Edmunds 1999).

Theory building is important to the development of the IS field, and as Straub (2009) suggests, having
strong theoretical foundations and contributions is a major factor in publishing in top journals.
Indeed, Tams and Grover (2010) find that factors related to theoretical development, rather than
research methodology or implications, lead to more highly cited, i.e., influential, articles in IS
literature. Given the possibility of eliciting constructs from collaborative construction (constructs
emerging from group discussions) (Morgan 1997) and the ability to triangulate verbal data with other
data sources such as gestures and reactions, this research method could be uniquely useful for theory
building in many IS contexts. For example, when the domain of interest is exploratory and the focus
groups are used to generate information or ideas that can be later tested, when trying to obtain a
deeper understanding of constructs (i.e. their dimensions) in established theory, or, when the
constructs of interest exist in or emerge from the interactions of individuals with one another. This is
particularly important to the information systems field because many topics of interest in the domain,
from knowledge management, to telecommuting, to software development are affected by
individuals’ interactions. Using an individual unit of analysis to study group performance might lead
to less complete and realistic theories. In order to explore this possible issue, and before further
exploring how and when the focus group research method can be used in information systems theory
development, the IS literature is reviewed to identify how focus group research has been used in the
IS field.

LITERATURE REVIEW: FOCUS GROUP RESEARCH IN IS

Kruger (1994) suggests that focus groups can be very useful in gaining insights into a research
domain in two particular cases: when there is limited research previously published, or when the
focus group is part of a larger scale research effort. Others suggest that focus groups have broad
appeal for various types of evaluations of products, concepts or services, or to generate ideas for
questionnaires (Edmunds 1999).

Consistent with recent searches of the literature in top IS research journals (Baskerville and Myers
2009; Bélanger and Crossler 2011; Wang 2010), two well-known databases of articles in business,
ABI/Inform and Business Source Complete, were used to search for peer-reviewed journal articles in
information systems that use the focus group research method as part of their research design between
1990 and 2011, using the keywords “information system” and “focus group”. A total of 94 articles
were identified in ABI/Inform and 72 in Business Source Complete. After screening for IS journals
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(broadly defined to include information science, computer science and related fields), there were 58
articles from ABI/Inform and 51 from Business Source Complete. Taking into account articles found
in both databases, 75 individual articles were downloaded for further review.

In the second round of review, only papers that study an IS phenomena using focus groups as part of
the research design were retained. Papers removed from the list included papers that suggest future
work should include focus groups, that were not 1S-related, or papers that discussed focus groups as a
method to be adapted for other purposes such as online market research (Clapper and Massey 1996;
Markham et al. 2006; Montoya-Weiss et al. 1998) or for applicability checks (Glass 2009; Rosemann
and Vessey 2008), discussed focus group as a research method (Sobreperez 2008; Stahl et al. 2011),
discussed focus group as a method for requirements determination in IS development (Leifer et al.
1994; O'hEocha et al. 2010; Peffers and Tuunanen 2005) or to inform design research (Tremblay et al.
2010), or explored IS education issues using focus groups (Dunning et al. 2001; Dwyer and Knapp
2004; Maheshwari et al. 2009; Shuk Ying et al. 2008). The resulting sample of 58 papers shows that
the oldest papers date to 1995 and 1996 in MIS Quarterly (Lee et al. 1995; Smith et al. 1996),
Information Systems Research (Manning 1996), and Information Technology and Libraries (Tillotson
et al. 1995). The sampled papers are summarized in Table 1.

Following the types of focus groups identified by Kruger (1994), information systems papers were
classified along the dimensions of sole method or multi-method (also called mixed-method). Sole
method papers are those where the entire research findings of the paper are based on the use of the
focus group research method. The multi-method papers represent those studies where the focus group
method is used in conjunction with other research methods. Extending the work of Kruger (1994),
the classification is further broken down into exploratory vs. explanatory research. Exploratory
research focuses on “what is” the state of some IS phenomenon, whereas explanatory research focuses
on “how” and “why” some IS phenomenon is happening.

The distinction between the use of interviews and the use of focus groups (sometimes called group
interviews) is important and sometimes misunderstood. In conducting the review of the literature,
one study was found (Martz et al. 2007) where the researchers use the terminology of focus group in
the description of the study (in the abstract) without apparently using focus groups as their research
method. The authors conducted 18 interviews of practitioners and academics (in addition to
observations) with the purpose of designing a Master of Healthcare Informatics curriculum. However,
the interviews appear to be individual, which would not constitute a focus group (the focus group
terminology is not used except in the abstract).

Focus Group | Citation Topic Sample and other Focus Group Purpose
Type Methods (for multi-

method papers)
Sole method: (Campbell et al. 2005) | Alignment of 3 focus groups with 6 Explore how managers view

exploratory

—Journal of
Enterprise Information
Management

business and IS

IS/IT managers in each
group

the alignment between business
and IT. Participants develop a
causal loop diagram.

(Grant and Fitzgerald
2005) - Electronic
Journal of Business
Research Methods

Nexus between
teaching and
research in IS

2 focus groups with staff
and educators at
universities

Explore whether a nexus exists
between teaching and research
at universities. Also, evaluate
focus group as method to
explore this.

(Huang and Lin 2009) | Email usage 1 focus group with 11 Explore email usage of
— Journal of Computer participants knowledge workers.
Information Systems

(Jarvenpaa and Lang Mobile 33 focus groups with 222 | Identify paradoxes and

2005) - Information
Systems management

technology use

participants in 4
countries (Finland,
Japan, China, USA)

behaviours of mobile
technology users. Develop a
user-technology interaction
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Focus Group | Citation Topic Sample and other Focus Group Purpose
Type Methods (for multi-
method papers)
process framework.
(Jarvenpaa et al. 2003) | Mobile 32 focus groups with 200 | Identify services used by

- Communications of
the ACM

technology use

participants in 4
countries (Finland,
Japan, China, USA)

mobile technology users, and
issues related to use of mobile
IT.

(Le Rouge and Public health 6 focus groups with Use focus groups for
Niederman 2006) - knowledge higher education requirement elicitation to
Communications of the | management administrators, educators | develop public health
AlS and students knowledge base system.
(McKeen et al. 2005) - | Digital 1 focus group with IT To explore the use and types of
Communications of the | dashboards managers (# of digital dashboards in use by IT
AlS participants unknown) managers.
(McKeen and Smith Technology 1 focus group with IT Explore managers’ practices in
2006) - roadmap managers (# of terms of creating and evolving
Communications of the participants unknown) a technology roadmap.
AIS
(McKeen and Smith IT delivery 1 focus group with IT Identify decision criteria for IT
2007) - options managers (# of delivery to build a decision
Communications of the participants unknown) framework to guide selection of
AlS delivery options for IT.

Sole method: (McKeen et al. 2009) - | IT staffing 1 focus group with IT To explore the current IT

exploratory
(continued)

Communications of the
AlS

managers (# of
participants unknown)

staffing challenges and issues.

(McKeen and Smith

Total cost of

1 focus group with IT

Identify firms’ use of total cost

2010b) - ownership managers (# of of ownership approach in IT.

Communications of the participants unknown)

AlS

(McKeen and Smith Application 1 focus group with IT To understand managers’ use

2010a) - portfolio managers (# of of APM strategies and

Communications of the | management participants unknown) practices.

AIS (APM)

(Payton and Zahay CRM 5 focus groups with 21 Identify factors that lead to

2003) — Journal of implementation | marketing, IS, and CRM implementation success

database Marketing success strategic managers in a for the focal firm (healthcare
healthcare firm payer).

(Raitoharju et al. Health Focus groups (# Examine usage of health

2009) — Electronic Information unknown) with 23 information exchange systems

Journal of Business Systems healthcare professionals. | in 2 kinds of healthcare sectors

Research Methods

(i.e. Finland and USA)

(Reid et al. 2010) -

Challenges for

6 same-sex focus groups

Identify how men and women

European Journal of women in IT (3 each) with 45 IT describe the unique challenges

Information Systems professionals in 3 USA that women face in the IS
companies workplace.

(Resatsch et al. 2008) Point-of-sale 2 focus groups with 10 Identify factors determining

— Electronic Markets RFID consumers and 10 sales intentions to use RFID-based
assistants smart products

(Scott et al. 2009) - Information 6 focus groups with 31 Identify factors that influence

Communications of the
AlS

systems as a
career

undergraduate students

students to select IS as a career.

(Smith and McKeen Knowledge 1 focus group with Explore the state of knowledge
2003) - management knowledge managers (# management usage and its
Communications of the | usage of participants unknown) | likely future development.

AlS from 25 companies

(Smith and McKeen Knowledge 1 focus group with Identify how managers market
2004) - management practicing knowledge knowledge management (KM)
Communications of the | marketing managers (# of in organizations to develop a

AlS

participants unknown)

framework for marketing of
KM within the organization.
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Focus Group | Citation Topic Sample and other Focus Group Purpose
Type Methods (for multi-
method papers)
Sole method: (Smith and McKeen Information 1 focus group with IT Identify issues and challenges
exploratory 2007) - management managers (# of in information management.

(continued)

Communications of the
AIS

implementation

participants unknown)

(Smith et al. 2007) -
Communications of the
AIS

Perceptions of
ISin
organizations

1 focus group with IT
managers from 15
companies

Identify how IS is perceived in
companies — compared with
similar results from 1996 study.

(Smith and McKeen
2010a) -
Communications of the
AlS

Business IT
relationship

1 focus group with
senior IT managers (# of
participants unknown)

Explores the relationship
between IT and business and
how it can be characterized.

(Smith and McKeen
2010b) -
Communications of the
AlS

Business and
interpersonal
competencies of
IT staff

1 focus group with
senior IT managers (# of
participants unknown)

To explore the business and
interpersonal competencies that
IT staff will need in order to do
their jobs effectively over the
next five to seven years and
what companies should be
doing to help develop them.

(Smith and McKeen
2011) -
Communications of the
AlS

Collaboration
and IT

1 focus group with IT
managers (# of
participants unknown)

Identify the role of IT in
enabling collaboration within
organizations.

Sole method: (Sutton et al. 2008) - Critical risk 5 focus groups: 3 Identify critical risk factors
explanatory Journal of the factors in B2B internal groups (IS used to assess impact of B2B e-
Association for e-commerce security, internal IT commerce on overall enterprise
Information Systems relationships audit, e-commerce risk. Tests performed between
development managers) groups.
and 2 external groups (e-
commerce consultants,
external IT auditors)
Multi-method: | (Bishop et al. 2000) — Use of digital 3 focus groups with 17 Explore the use of the Digital
exploratory Journal of the libraries participants to Libraries Initiative at the
American Society for initiative supplement information University of Illinois
Information Science from interviews,
and Technology observations, usability
testing, logs, and
surveys.
(Chesney et al. 2009) - | Grieving 4 online focus group Identify grieving behaviours in

Information Systems
Journal

behaviours in
virtual worlds

with 14 participants.
Combined with 15 hours
of non-participant
observations

virtual worlds, their impact,
why they occur, who the likely
targets are, and who
perpetrators are.

Multi-method:

exploratory
(continued)

(Cooper and Heinze Multi-year (# unknown) focus Identify best ways to evaluate
2007) — Journal of projects in IS groups with students and | multi-year projects in IS
Information Systems education staff, combined with education programs.

Education programs interviews and survey

(Hill et al. 1998) — Information (# unknown) focus Explore linkages between
Journal of Global technology groups to supplement information technology transfer
Information transfer and interviews and a field and sociocultural factors that
Management culture study in five Arab support or impede a successful

countries

transfer.

(Jones et al. 2008) -

Post-installation

5 focus groups in 1

Determine level and

Communications of the | use of ERP organization to effectiveness of ERP training
AlS supplement 104 survey and usage several years after
responses from five implementation.
other organizations
(Kelly et al. 2007) — Analytical 2 focus groups with 4 Identify evaluation criteria for
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Focus Group | Citation Topic Sample and other Focus Group Purpose
Type Methods (for multi-
method papers)
Journal of the Question- analysts, followed by interactive, analytical question-
American Society for Answering individual interviews answering (QA) systems.
Information Science Systems

and technology

(Kesner 2008) —
Communication of the
AlS

Competencies
required of
students

4 groups and 14
interviews with
approximately 17
employees (15% of
survey population),
combined with survey of
111 employees

Identify competencies IT
students need as perceived by
potential employers.

(Klaus and Blanton
2010) - European
Journal of Information
Systems

User resistance

1 focus group of 7 IT
professionals and 34
interviews in 3
organizations

Identify the determinants of
user resistance to IT
implementation.

(Lehaney et al. 1999)
— Journal of End User
Computing

Database
marketing

1 focus group to
supplement survey

Identify the success factors for
technology-enabled database
marketing in the tourism
industry.

(Manning 1996) -
Information Systems
Research

Use of cellular
technology in
police context

(# unknown) focus
groups of police officers
and their leaders,
combined with
interviews and
observations

Explore use of IT in police
context.

(Nahar et al. 2006) — Information 16 (or more?) focus Identify and rank the various
Information & technology groups of 4 to 6 factors affecting IT-supported
Management transfer participants international technology
(complemented by transfers. Rankings of factors
interviews) of IT quantitatively evaluated
managers, general between firms.
managers, and
executives in each in 4
Finnish companies
Multi-method: | (Otondo et al. 2009) — | Adoption of 2 focus groups with 21 Explores how managers
exploratory European Journal of RFID participants, evaluate RFID and participate

(continued)

Information Systems

complemented with data
from published
interviews

in its adoption.

(Pettigrew et al. 2002)

Use of library

(# unknown) focus

Identify how users use public

— Journal of the community groups of public library networked community
American Society for network staff, human service information systems, as well as
Information Science systems providers and users, the barriers and benefits of use.
and Technology complement surveys and
interviews
(Ramesh and Jarke Reference 37 focus groups (several | Identify reference models for
2001) - IEEE models for phases) in 26 software requirement traceability and
Transactions on requirement development firms, discuss requirements for future
Software Engineering traceability combined with traceability mechanisms.
interviews
(Srivastava and Teo Trust in e- 5 focus groups with 45 Identify factors determining
2009) — government participants in used trust in e-government.

Communications of the
AlS

Singapore, followed by
27 interviews, and use of

secondary data.
(Tillotson et al. 1995) Use of library 2 focus groups of 17 Explore use of the Internet via
- Information for Internet undergraduates to the University of Toronto
Technology and usage supplement online Library online
Libraries survey and logs of telnet | catalog and information system
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Focus Group
Type

Citation

Topic

Sample and other
Methods (for multi-
method papers)

Focus Group Purpose

connections

(van Velsen et al.
2008) — International

Requirements
elicitation for an

1 focus group with 6
users of ERP, compared

Identify most important
functions and tasks for ERP

Journal of Enterprise ERP system (findings) with heuristic users.
Information Systems evaluation of the
interface by experts and
developers
Multi-method: | (Dickinger et al. 2008) | Adoption of 3 focus groups with 23 Identify factors that affect user
concept — European Journal of | Push to Talk experts, preceded by 10 intentions to use PTT
generation for | Information Systems (PTT) interview with experts, technology.
testing technology followed by survey to
(explanatory) test
(Galup et al. 2008) - Impact of job 6 focus groups in a Generate constructs for model
Journal of Computer characteristics governmental agency of satisfaction (stage 1 of 3).
Information Systems on satisfaction (county) in Florida
followed by survey and
interviews
(Goh et al. 2010) - Mobile tourism 1 focus group with 8 Identify mobile services of
Journal of Computer participants to generate importance to tourists.
Information Systems items for a survey
administered to 210
respondents
(Khalifa and Limayem | Internet (# unknown) focus Identify factors that affect
2003) - shopping groups with 177 Internet | adoption and use of Internet
Communications of the consumers (undefined) shopping.
ACM followed by survey
Multi-method: | (Krasnova et al. 2010) | Online social 2 focus groups with 16 Generate items to measure
concept — Journal of networks students, followed by students’ determinants of
generation for | Information survey of 259 students intentions to disclose
testing Technology information.
(explanatory) (Lee et al. 1995) - MIS | Skills and 50 IS practitioners and Generate items for subsequent
(continued) Quarterly knowledge academics (unknown # survey of IS trends.

requirements
for IS
professionals

of focus groups),
followed by survey

(Smith et al. 1996) —
MIS Quarterly

Concern for
information
privacy

(# unknown) focus
groups with 18
consumers (some
interviewed ; some in
focus group) and (#
unknown) focus groups
with 25 employees.
Combined with
interviews; followed by
survey.

Generate and validate items for
development of CFIP
instrument.

(Torkzadeh et al.
2006) — Decision
Support Systems

Customer
relationship
management

6 focus groups of 6
customer service
representatives, followed
by survey with 1460
responses

Identify key barriers to success
of customer relationship
management.

(Wang et al. 2004) —
Information Systems
Frontiers

Service quality,
customer value,
satisfaction

(# unknown) focus
groups (# unknown
participants)

Identify and refine items to
measure service quality beyond
the SERVQUAL instrument.

(Weidong and Lee Information (# unknown) focus Generate items to measure ISD
2005) — Journal of systems groups with 45 IS project complexity (phase 1 of
Management development managers followed by 4).
Information Systems project survey

complexity

Multi-method:

(Fitch 2007) —

Evaluation of a

8 focus groups with 65

Evaluate usefulness of
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Focus Group | Citation Topic Sample and other Focus Group Purpose
Type Methods (for multi-
method papers)
concept Decision Support risk assessment | practitioners to information obtained from a
generation Systems instrument supplement survey data risk assessment decision
after testing or (focus groups conducted | support tool developed by the
framework with subset of survey authors.
validation respondents)
(explanatory) (Price and Shanks Information 3 focus groups with IT Develop a framework for
2005) — Journal of quality practitioners, IT information quality then
Information academics, and end users | validated with focus group
Technology to validate framework results.
(Xia and Lee 2004) - IS development | Focus groups and Develop a framework to
Communications of the | projects interviews with 74 explain IS development project
ACM development managers, complexity, which is then
followed by survey of validated by focus groups,
549 managers to validate | interviews and a survey.
framework
Multi-method: | (Xu et al. 2011) - Intelligent agent | 3 focus groups with 31 Proposes 4 hypotheses that are
concept Information systems for middle and top-level validated with focus groups and
generation Processing and executive managers, followed by interviews.
after testing or | Management information 25 interviews to test
framework hypotheses
validation
(continued)
Multi-method: | (Chang Lee and Kwon | Map-driven 1 focus group with 9 Uses focus group to extract the
Others 2008) — Decision avatar design avatar experts (together cognitive maps of experts and
Support Systems decision support | with brainstorming create a collective cognitive
system sessions) map.
(Smith et al. 2010) — Mandated 22 focus groups Studies adoption of information
MIS Quarterly compliance to (unknown # participants) | systems security (ISS)
information as interventions between | compliance in
security 8 online surveys (with government. Focus groups
standard interview, forums and viewed as action research.
discussions as other
interventions)

Table 1. Information Systems Journal Articles Using The Focus Group Research Method

USING THE FOCUS GROUP RESEARCH METHOD FOR IS THEORIZING

The number of studies and the quality of journals publishing research using focus group research
methods in the sample clearly shows that focus group research has a substantive role in the repertoire
of research methods for IS researchers. The following discussion provides an analysis of the findings
from Table 1, and further explores how and when the focus group research method can be appropriate
in IS theorizing.

Table 1 reveals a number of interesting findings regarding the use of the focus group research method
in information systems. First, it is clear that there are quite a few articles published that use this
research method in general. Second, one can notice that most studies using the focus group research
method have been published in recent years: 49 of the 58 studies were published between 2003 and
2011. This suggests that the method is gaining acceptance as an appropriate research method in
information systems research. More importantly, the categorization of papers along types of focus
group research reveals some interesting trends, which are discussed below, together with the role of
each category of focus group research method in IS theorizing.

Before the findings from Table 1 are discussed within the context of IS theorizing, it is important to
define the concepts related to theory. Straub (2009) suggests that research rarely develops new
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theory, but instead focuses on adapting or refining existing theories. Yet, theory development is core
to the growth of a research discipline with many and various phenomena of interest. In discussing the
role of theories in information systems, Gregor (2006) identified fives types of theories: analyzing,
explaining, predicting, explaining and predicting, and design and action. Importantly, different types
of theories can provide different insights into an information systems domain. Table 2 summarizes
the different types of theories, and suggests how focus groups inform theory development for each
type of theory. The subsequent discussion of each category of focus group studies will offer further

examples of how they can be used in IS theorizing.

Volume 17 Number 2 2012

Theory Definition Sample Use of Focus | Examples Using Focus

Type Groups Groups in IS

Analyzing | Describe the state of | Elicit knowledge about a | Jarvenpaa and Lang
information ~ systems | research  topic  from | (2005) identify services
phenomena. domain experts in a series | used by mobile

of focus groups. technology users, and
issues related to use of
mobile IT.

Explaining | Explain what is | Identify and rank | Nahar et al (2006)
occurring but do not | important factors | identify critical success
provide testable | explaining usage of an IT | factors for IT transfers
predictions. via focus groups of | and rank them across

managers. firms.

Predicting | Provide testable | Use focus groups to elicit | Campbell et al (2005)
predictions without | possible outcomes from an | explore how managers
well-developed causal | IS. view the alignment
relationships. between business and

IT.

Explaining | Explain what is | Use focus groups to elicit | Smith et al (1996)

and occurring and provide | items for further testing | generate and validate

Predicting | testable predictions | and/or to develop a | items for development
with causal | testable model. of the Concern for
explanations. Information Privacy

instrument.

Design Design an IT artifact or | Elicit requirements for the | LeRouge and

and a framework to | development of an artifact; | Niederman (2006)

Action evaluate such artifacts. | for example, showing a | identify architectural

prototype to focus groups | requirements for a
for feedback. public health knowledge
system.

As stated in the prior discussion, the focus group research method can be useful is IS theorizing when
ideas can be generated from group interactions or when constructs exist in or emerge from the
interactions of individuals with one another. Different from interview data, focus group data allow
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researchers to understand the extent to which factors are perceived similarly and/or the extent of
shared meaning and relative value of the constructs.

FOCUS GROUP AS SOLE METHOD - EXPLORATORY

An important finding from Table 1 is that the majority of papers using the focus group research
method in information systems fall in the sole method — exploratory category (25 of 58). This is
interesting not only because it is consistent with the type of research for which focus group research
methods are recommended (Krueger 1994), but also because it suggests that many more research
projects could consider the focus group research method since new phenomena regularly become of
interest to IS researchers. For example, emerging technologies offer many topics: what are the new
rules of social interactions with the increased use of social networking? Or, what are the potential
alterations to group culture when individuals interact substantially in virtual worlds?

In analyzing the list of “sole method — exploratory” papers in Table 1, it can be noted that most
topics, with some exceptions, attempt to identify usage or managerial issues related to technology,
systems, and IT management. In fact, several studies investigate how individuals use email, mobile
technology, dashboards, CRM, health information systems, RFID, knowledge management,
databases, application portfolio management, total cost of ownership, or digital libraries. In each of
these studies, the main purpose of the focus group is to identify usage levels, determinants of use, or
ways in which the system/technology/approach is used. As will be argued below, these exploratory
studies are important in the research process towards future theory development. The second main
group of studies investigate IS managers’ perceptions of various concepts related to IT management,
such as IT staffing issues, 1S-business alignment, teaching-research alignment, IS delivery options, IS
careers, and general perceptions of IS*. These studies often use one large session where several

1t should be noted that several articles in the sole method — exploratory category are from the
“Developments in Practice” series published in the Communications of the AIS journal by McKeen
and Smith (and other colleagues) McKeen, J. D., and Smith, H. "Developments in Practice Xxvii:
Delivery It Functions: A Decision Framework," Communications of the Association for Information
Systems (19) 2007, p 9, McKeen, J. D., and Smith, H. "Developments in Practice Xxxiv: Application
Portfolio Management,” Communications of the Association for Information Systems (26) 2010a, p
87, McKeen, J. D., and Smith, H. "Developments in Practice Xxxvii: Total Cost of Ownership,"
Communications of the Association for Information Systems (27) 2010b, p 627, McKeen, J. D., Smith,
H., and Jin, J. "Developments in Practice Xxxii: Successful Strategies for It Staffing,” ibid. (24:1)
2009, p 32, McKeen, J. D., and Smith, H. A. "Developments in Practice Xxiii: Creating and Evolving
a Technology Roadmap,” Communications of AIS (2006:18) 2006, pp. 451-463, McKeen, J. D.,
Smith, H. A., and Singh, S. "Developments in Practice Xx: Digital Dashboards: Keep Your Eyes on
the Road," Communications of the Association for Information Systems (16) 2005, p 1, Smith, H. A.,
and McKeen, J. D. "Developments in Practice Ix: The Evolution of the Km Function,"
Communications of AIS (2003:12) 2003, pp. 69-79, ibid.,, Smith, H. A., and McKeen, J. D.
"Developments in Practice Xiv: Marketing Km to the Organization,” Communications of the
Association for Information Systems (14) 2004, p 1, Smith, H. A., and McKeen, J. D. "Developments
in Practice Xxiv: Information Management: The Nexus of Business and It," Communications of AlS
(2007:19) 2007, pp. 34-46, Smith, H. A., McKeen, J. D., and Singh, S. "Developments in Practice
Xxviii: Managing Perceptions of Is," ibid.:20), pp. 760-773..
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managers share their ideas on a general topic. This does not follow the typical rules of focus groups
(4 to 6 participants; several focus groups to allow for comparisons), and as a result should be
considered mainly as informative. However, there could still be value in these as idea generation for
research questions, as will be discussed below.

Sole Method Focus Groups for IS Theorizing

Because the focus group research method allows concepts that would only emerge through
interactions among individuals to be identified (Grant and Fitzgerald 2005; Hartman 2004), it is
especially useful in IS theorizing when researchers are interested in group level phenomena (e.g.,
group cohesion in software development teams) or in phenomena that exist in the relationships among
people (e.g., team satisfaction with technology used in teams within telecommuting environments).
Sopreperez’ (2008) study of a UK Fire and Rescue service using focus groups highlights the value of
group interaction. The researcher concludes, “some details only emerged when those in attendance
were given the opportunity to discuss the incident as a group. Individual interviews would not have
given this opportunity and observations would not have revealed attitudes and beliefs.” (p. 187). In
information systems research, LeRouge and Niederman (2006) provide an example of how this type
of focus groups can be useful in their study of architectural requirements for a public health
knowledge system. They highlight the benefits of the focus group research method for identifying
requirements for public health knowledge management systems:

1. “...stakeholder perspectives of the scope and potential of knowledge management systems were
limited as the study began. By focusing on conceptual issues, the focus group method highlighted
individual stakeholders’ reflections in building these conceptual insights...

2. ... requirements gathering of systems such as knowledge bases may involve complex or vague
topics as stakeholders look at new technologies or multifaceted constructs. When soliciting data
from the field, it is sometimes difficult to achieve full explanation and understanding in surveys,
especially in initial stages of research. Focus groups allow the gaps to be filled in by fellow
participants. Limited moderator prompts may help ensure the topics and issues are understood,
yet avoid excessive intervention by project directors, sponsors, or researchers...

3. ...because the focus group draws participants from the full set of involved stakeholders, and
because the participants are exposed to a wide range of ideas regarding the overall knowledge
management program, these participants are themselves positioned to more easily continue
diffusing knowledge about the program to nonparticipating stakeholders....” (pp. 18-19).

The sole method exploratory focus groups can also be useful in generating research questions since
the method allows researchers to probe subjects further when interesting concepts emerge from the
“discussion” (Edmunds 1999) and allows concepts unclear to participants at the beginning of a
session to become clarified through their interactions (Grant and Fitzgerald 2005; Hartman 2004).
These would not result in analyzing theories as defined by Gregor, but can serve to identify research
questions that are driven by the views and needs of participants for future work. In Table 1, this
category is by far the largest, but as previously stated, one has to account for the “Developments in
Practice” series by McKeen and Smith published in Communications of the AIS. Many phenomena of
interest to information systems researchers could fall in the categories of exploratory concepts (e.g.,
understanding usage of emerging technologies, exploring new concerns of CIOs, etc.) or concepts
initially unclear to participants (e.g., critical success factors of new IT strategies). For example,
asynchronous but moderated focus groups could be used to elicit knowledge from domain experts.
Building on market research where focus groups are used extensively to assess and provide feedback
on products, services, or concepts, some IS researchers have explored the use of the Internet to
conduct focus groups for eliciting information from groups of consumers online (Clapper and Massey
1996; Markham et al. 2006; Montoya-Weiss et al. 1998). Others have developed an Internet tool to
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run online focus groups, which are said to reduce costs, enable participation of more dispersed
subjects, and offer anonymity (Montoya-Weiss et al. 1998). As discussed by the authors, technology
can help mitigate some of the limitations of face-to-face focus groups. Another potential use of this
category of exploratory focus group studies is for requirements determination and design science
(Leifer et al. 1994; O'hEocha et al. 2010; Peffers and Tuunanen 2005; Tremblay et al. 2010).

Potential Issues with Using Single Method Focus Groups for IS Theorizing

While the focus group research method as sole method — exploratory can be valuable in IS theorizing,
there are some important pitfalls, many of which are found in the studies presented in Table 1. In
particular, one has to be concerned with the lack of rigor regarding the sampling and research designs
for this category of focus group research in the IS literature. The first issue is that several studies fail
to disclose necessary information to evaluate the validity of the findings, such as the number of focus
groups conducted, the number of individuals per focus group, or the nature of participants. All future
IS studies using focus groups should clearly identify these important research design elements.
Without proper information on participants, it is impossible to discuss the generalizability of the
findings, an issue further discussed in the “Limitations of Focus Groups” section presented later in
this paper.

A second major issue is that many of the focus group-based studies in Table 1 (as single method) use
only one focus group. As a result, these studies do not allow for comparisons across groups. While
this may not be an issue for exploratory studies seeking to simply elicit information (generating lists
of concepts), it is of major concern when one tries to develop a theory based on the one focus group.
Depending on the composition of the group (homogenous or heterogeneous strangers), the researcher
may find completely different findings. For example, a researcher interested in the success of IT
implementations in a firm can assemble participants for a focus group A with all participants from the
IT department, and arrive at a particular conclusion based on their inputs. The researcher could also
assemble for focus group B with only participants from one user department, and will likely obtain
different conclusions. Finally, the researcher can create a focus group C, with a mix of IT and non-I1T
participants.? Each of the groups would provide a different perspective on the success of the IT
implementation in the firm. Each perspective could be valuable, depending on the interests or
research question of the researcher. If the researcher wants to see how biased the view of the IT team
is, then using groups A and B would provide valuable insights (using more than one group of each to
achieve saturation). An example from Table 1 where this approach was well done is the study by
Reid et al (2010) who purposely designed the study with several same sex focus groups to identify the
challenges women face in the IS workplace were perceived similarly or differently by men and
women. The use of several homogenous groups allowed the researchers to “validate” their findings
across groups. In summary, the research design should identify which population is of interest to the
particular research question, and then include enough focus groups and participants to achieve
saturation, i.e., enough members from all stakeholder groups, relevant to the question and the
intended references (what are we trying to say that can be obtained from the focus group findings?).

Other researchers suggest that focus groups should only be used when part of a multi-method
methodology. For example, in discussing the nexus between teaching and research, Grant and
Fitzgerald (2005) conclude that “the issue of measurement bias is a major problem for users of focus
groups” (p. 50) and that “focus groups are not beneficial as standalone research methods” (p. 52). It

2 An anonymous reviewer is to be thanked for inspiring this example.
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should be noted, however, that some of the decisions involving the design of their focus groups could
have impacted their limited findings. First, the authors ran only two focus groups, not seeking
saturation in their findings (Carlsen and Glenton 2011). More importantly, the authors did not select
homogeneous strangers (subjects relatively “compatible” with each other) for their focus groups. For
example, their second focus group included senior faculty, including a head of a school and a
professor with an established research program, two faculty with established research but one new to
the department, and two non-research active faculty, both long-standing and one responsible for the
largest undergraduate program. Academics active on committees in various academic institutions
worldwide would probably recognize the potential issues of power plays, coalitions, and the like in
such a group of individuals. It is therefore possible that the lack of “appropriate” results identified
with the focus groups could be the result of the design of the study itself as opposed to weaknesses in
the method. The authors suggest that other researchers may have had biased findings when using
focus groups because of the “power and political interplay being exercised to give the illusion of a
consensus.” However, as previously stated, it is this interplay that provides strength to focus group
findings in theory development related to IS phenomena where conducting individual interviews or
surveys may not reveal important constructs. The important implication for IS theorizing is that
researchers must recognize whether the concepts of interest are meant to emerge from group
discussions or are embedded in the social context of groups or communities (e.g., satisfaction with
technology used in teams within telecommuting environments); or, whether they are clearly of
individual-only concern (e.g., perceptions of mobile complexity). For example, a study that requires
an understanding of individual perceptions or attitudes on their own, not embedded in social
interactions, would benefit more from individual interviews or quantitative methods (e.g. an
understanding of self-efficacy).

In summary, and as suggested by Morgan (1997), the focus group research method as sole method
can provide greater insights than the sum of individual interviews through its synergistic effects. This
is consistent with the advantages of the focus group research method presented by LeRouge and
Niederman (2006), which could apply to other IS studies when concepts would only emerge through
interactions among individuals (e.g., cultural effects in software development team interactions). In
other words, when researchers are interested in phenomena where interactions of individuals are
important, the focus group research method can be a better research method than individual
interviews. If, however, the researcher is interested in analyzing individuals’ intra-personal
cognitions or perceptions (e.g., self-efficacy), the interview research method (or other methods like
surveys) might be more useful (although focus groups could still be used in the early stages of the
research to elicit dimensions).

FOCUS GROUP AS SOLE METHOD - EXPLANATORY

There was only one study where the focus group research method was used as sole method to provide
explanations (test) of concepts. In this study, Sutton et al (2008) conduct five focus groups with
various stakeholders representing internal constituency groups (IS security, internal IT audit, and e-
commerce development managers) and external constituency groups (ecommerce consultants, and
external IT auditors) to identify critical risk factors to assess the impact of B2B e-commerce on
overall enterprise risk. While the main effort is in the elicitation of the risk factors, the authors go
beyond simple enumeration and quantification of concepts to testing the differences in the concepts
identified between constituency groups, thereby providing a test of their findings. Many studies
identified in the sole method category could have taken these further steps to compare results across
groups. For example, the authors could have conducted between group analyses for their data across
countries in Jarvenpaa and Lang (2005) and Jarvenpaa et al (2003), or between groups of
administrators, educators, and students in LeRouge and Niederman (2006). This does not take away
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from what has been accomplished in terms of knowledge elicitation in these studies since the goal in
focus group research is usually saturation, where repeated focus group sessions should result in
similar findings to a point where no new insight is gained from additional focus groups (Carlsen and
Glenton 2011). Group comparisons in this case would not provide any differences. Yet, the possibility
of comparing findings across diverse groups can provide further insights into the exploratory findings
previously obtained (assuming saturation is reached with homogenous groups first and that there is
availability of different stakeholder groups).

FOCUS GROUP AS PART OF MULTI-METHOD: EXPLORATORY

Published journal articles using focus groups that fall in the multi-method category can also be
exploratory or explanatory. Exploratory papers tend to combine findings from focus groups with
surveys and/or interview data to obtain a more global picture of the phenomenon of interest. In fact,
findings from Table 1 suggest that the most often used complementary research method to focus
groups is interviews (found in 10 of the multi-method exploratory studies) and surveys (found in nine
of the multi-method exploratory studies). Other methods used in combination with focus groups
include observations (3), logs (2), secondary data (2), and an expert evaluation (van Velsen et al.
2008). An analysis of the studies in this category in Table 1 reveals some interesting patterns, namely
that the multi-method exploratory research studies explore similar topics as the single method
exploratory focus groups, and suffer from some of the same issues. As can be seen from the Table,
the main topics continue to be on usage (e.g., of analytical Question-Answering systems, digital
libraries, ERP, database marketing, cellular technology, RFID) or identification (e.g., behaviours in
virtual worlds, evaluation factors, IT transfers, competencies, resistance factors, trust factors). More
importantly, there remain issues of lack of information with four of the 16 studies not specifying the
number of focus groups and several studies not indicating the number of participants or the nature of
the participants. Three of the studies were also conducted with only one focus group. While it might
be less of a concern since the focus group is usually used only for eliciting concepts, it remains that
using only one focus group might result in some missing concepts, as explained previously.

Multi-Method (Exploratory) Focus Groups for IS Theorizing

The use of multi-method exploratory focus groups is consistent with the case study method to theory
building (Eisenhardt 1989; Orlikowski and Baroudi 1991; Strauss and Corbin 1990; Yin 1994) where
multiple sources of data must be used (Myers 1997; Yin 1994). A good example of this type of study
is the work of Manning (1996) who spent considerable time and effort studying the use of
technologies by police officers. Combining individual interviews with focus group data and
observations allowed the researcher to gain a deep understanding of such use. There was no stated
research model to be tested in the paper, and no particular grounded theory was presented as a result
of the analyses in the paper. Yet, the findings provide for an in-depth discussion of organizational use
of technology, and the utility of the dramaturgical perspective used by the author for the analysis of
technological innovation in organizational contexts. As used in later studies, the technology-in-
practice perspective suggests that rules regulating technology use are developed through recurrent use
of the technology (Orlikowski 2000).

Eisenhardt (1989) proposes several steps in the process of theory building: 1. getting started (defining
the research question and any a priori constructs), 2. selecting cases (not having hypotheses but
selecting a specified population), 3. crafting instruments and protocols (making sure that multiple data
collection methods are used, both qualitative and quantitative, and using multiple investigators), 4.
entering the field (where data collection and analysis overlap, and data collection can be flexible and
opportunistic), 5. analyzing data (both within case and cross-case), 6. shaping hypotheses (with
iterative tabulation of evidence, using replication and/or logic across cases; searching for evidence for
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why behind the relationships identified), 7. enfolding literature (comparing with conflicting and
similar literature), and 8. reaching closure (with theoretical saturation when possible). While her
work was more specifically targeted at case studies, the concepts to the multi-method focus group
research can be applied as follows. Step 1 remains the definition of the problem or research question
of interest. Step 2 involves selecting the appropriate population for the focus groups that is relevant to
the research question. Step 3 involves developing the focus group protocol (see Appendix A for more
details) and selecting the complementary research methods. Step 4 involves conducting the focus
groups while allowing new insights to be incorporated into subsequent focus groups or other data
collection methods (like interviews). Steps 5 to 8 remain similar (analysing the collected data, shaping
hypotheses, comparing to the literature, and reaching closure), with the objective of developing
theory.

An example of the use of focus groups for grounded theory work comes from the author’s (and
colleagues) study of online children privacy where the researchers were trying to identify what factors
would make parents use an online privacy protection tool (Bélanger et al. 2009). Most researchers
would use long-standing technology adoption models as theoretical foundations for their work. Using
the Technology Acceptance Model (Davis 1989) or the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of
Technology (Venkatesh et al. 2003), researchers would likely create a model with perceived
usefulness (or performance expectancy), perceived ease of use (or effort expectancy), and a variety of
other factors such as social influence or facilitating conditions, as impacting likely intentions to use
the software. Instead, we conducted focus groups and interviews with actual parents to build an
emergent model, which did result in the inclusion of ease of use and usefulness, but also awareness of
laws and risks, trust, and behavioural control, among others. The focus groups allowed parents to
discuss what was important to them, and to build on one another’s comments. In the real world
(which they were in), parents often discuss with one another the best ways to protect children, and
this emerged from the focus groups. More importantly, we found that intentions to use the privacy
protection tool was not the ultimate dependent variable, but that various techniques (such as keeping a
home computer in view) were as important if not more important for parents in protecting their
children’s online privacy. In this case, parents were considered experts since their level of knowledge
was part of the information the study was seeking. The grounded theory model derived from the
focus group data was then tested using a large scale survey.

In summary, while the findings from Table 1 reveal that several issues remain in many of the multi-
method exploratory focus group research studies in terms of sampling, the examples show that the
exploratory focus group used in conjunction with other research methods can be useful in developing
grounded IS theories.

FOCUS GROUP AS PART OF MULTI-METHOD: EXPLANATORY

The second type of multi-method focus group research papers in information systems involve some
form of testing using one of the “other” methods besides the focus group research method, providing
a positivist view of research. Most of them (10) from the sampled papers in Table 1 use the focus
group research method to generate constructs or items for model or scale development, and then use
survey questionnaires (and sometimes interviews) for model testing. A few others (4) use focus
groups after survey data have been collected and analysed to provide further insights into the findings,
or to validate developed frameworks. Only one paper uses focus group data to test hypotheses (Xu et
al. 2011). Using focus groups for concept generation followed by testing is consistent with the
research cycle of exploratory to explanatory studies since the use of focus groups as part of a larger
research program offers triangulation for validating research, as called for by McGrath (1982).
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In Table 1, it can be seen that research papers in the explanatory multi-method focus group research
category differ from the exploratory papers in many ways. First, topics of interest move beyond usage
and identification to explanation of a variety of IS phenomena. For example, there are studies of
impacts (e.g., job characteristics on IS employee satisfaction (Galup et al. 2008)) or adoption (e.g.,
Push-to-Talk technologies (Dickinger et al. 2008)), or development of new IS constructs such as
Concern for Information Privacy (Smith et al. 1996) or IS development project complexity (Weidong
and Lee 2005). A second major difference is that most of the studies provide detailed information on
the focus group sample, quantity, and the nature of participants, and most of them include many focus
groups (only one study uses one focus group). The fact that more planning appears to have been done
for those studies as opposed to the previously discussed ones can be due to 1. the more advanced state
of knowledge of the topics of interest (as opposed to exploratory topics), or 2. the fact that many of
these studies are published in leading IS journals, which might be more demanding regarding details
to be provided.

Multi-Method (Explanatory) Focus Groups for IS Theorizing

In analysing the papers in Table 1, it is clear that the multi-method explanatory focus group research
method has been used for theory development, more specifically for the “Explaining and Predicting”
types of theories proposed by Gregor (2006). For these theories, where researchers seek to explain
what is occurring and provide testable predictions with causal explanations, focus groups can be used
to elicit items for further testing and/or to develop the testable model (similar to what was done with
exploratory focus groups presented before). This is most beneficial when IS researchers are interested
in concepts that would only emerge through interactions among individuals. In these cases, the focus
group research method can provide greater insights than the sum of individual interviews through its
synergistic effects, allowing researchers to obtain a more realistic emergent model for later testing. If
these interactions are important to the concepts of interest, a model built from interview data only
might be missing some key constructs or relationships.

A good example of using focus groups in developing explaining and predicting theories (Gregor
2006) is the work of Dickinger et al. (2008) who employ the focus group research method to identify
factors that affect user intentions to use Push to Talk Technology (PTT). More specifically, their
methodology combines literature review and 10 interviews to define an initial model, followed by
three focus groups to develop initial hypotheses to be tested with survey data. As shown in Figure 1,
their use of multiple methods follows a clear evolution from exploratory methodologies (literature,
interviews and focus groups) to confirmative (explanatory) methodologies (survey and analyses).
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Figure 1. Research Process to Study Adoption of Push to Talk Technology
(from Dickinger et al. 2008)

Another example from a study of attraction and retention of minorities in computing majors
conducted by the author and colleagues (Lewis et al. 2007) highlights the value of focus groups in
unearthing key concepts. In the study, the researchers conducted a survey based on the literature to
explain why minorities stay into or leave computing majors. The survey included a number of intra-
personal factors identified from the literature, such as coping styles, ethnic identity, affinity with the
major, and even emotional intelligence. Some findings from the survey data were surprising, so
subsequent to conducting the survey a series of seven focus groups were conducted with minority
computing students. The focus group findings confirmed some of the previously identified factors,
such as coping strategies, and helped identify additional factors such as stressors. Interestingly, the
visual data helped identify a number of additional factors related to stereotypes in the major that
helped explain prior findings. For example, many of the male students reacted with rolled eyes when
the female member of one focus group discussed the issue of unbalanced life; or body reactions
indicated that even students who denied that lack of confidence was a major stressor, actually thought
it was important (but would never admit it). These findings were very helpful to the researchers in
better understanding the retention issues they were studying.

MULTI-METHOD: OTHERS

Finally, there were two studies in the sample of papers that were classified as “others” because they
combined focus groups with other methods in non-standard ways. In one of the “other” studies, Smith
and colleagues (2010) use 22 focus groups (as well as interview, forums and discussions) as
interventions between a series of online surveys to study information systems security standard
compliance in government. In this case, focus groups are viewed as action research. In the other
study, Chang Lee and Kwon (2008) used a focus group to extract the cognitive maps of experts and
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create a collective cognitive map to be used in the development of a decision support system using
avatars. Because the interest of the researchers was on defining the collective cognitive map, the use
of focus groups was very appropriate. In fact, it is likely that other Group Support System research
use focus groups to create cognitive mapping systems. This type of research would be considered the
development of a design and action theory, an area that many researchers suggest need further work
(Bélanger and Crossler 2011; Gregor 2006; Hevner et al. 2004). For this type of theory building,
focus groups can be used prior to the IT artefact design as knowledge elicitation (as done in the above
mentioned study) or after the IT artefact is designed for testing of the artefact (e.g., usability testing).

LIMITATIONS OF THE FOCUS GROUP RESEARCH METHOD

The focus group research method is not without its limitations. A good summary of the benefits and
limitations of focus group research is provided by Morgan and Spanish (1984):

“... the strengths of focus groups come from a compromise between the strengths found in other
qualitative methods. Like participant observation, they allow access to a process that qualitative
researchers are often centrally interested in: interaction. Like in-depth interviewing, they allow
access to the content that we are often interested in: the attitudes and experiences of our informants.
As a compromise, focus groups are neither as strong as participant observation on the naturalistic
observation of interaction, nor as strong as interviewing on the direct probing of informant
knowledge, but they do a better job of combining these two goals than either of the other two
techniques.” (p. 260).

Some criticisms of the focus group research methods are that they are too dependent on the skills of
the moderator, they have an unclear level of analysis, and have measurement bias (Grant and
Fitzgerald 2005). Others have stated how focus groups represent collective thinking only; however,
the main criticism is often validity. Having conducted several research projects with focus groups (as
part of large research programs), | know that reviewers often question whether the findings of a study
that uses the focus group method are valid. Clearly, positivist quantitative approaches to research
have the favour of many researchers because of their ability to offer statistical validity (Cook and
Campbell 1979) and to be “verifiable” through future studies (in reality, as a percentage, few
published IS studies have actually been replicated in research). Although one can obtain quantifiable
results using focus groups (as with interviews), focus groups are not designed for statistical validity
(or internal validity as described below). Yet, they do meet other validity objectives as identified by
McGrath (1982). The quote at the beginning of this paper is representative of the issues faced by
researchers when making research design choices. McGrath (1982) proposes that there are several
types of validity that must be balanced: internal validity, external validity, and relevance. McGrath
also suggests that these validities represent mutually conflicting objectives: “There is no way [...] to
maximize all three conflicting desiderata of the research strategy domain.” Table 3 summarizes how
focus groups can address these three validities.

In terms of generalizability, focus groups deal with a selected subset of a population, which is
typically not randomly selected. In conducting research with non-probability sampling, whether
qualitative or quantitative, researchers must clearly define the populations to which the findings apply
(Seddon and Scheepers 2011). In discussing case studies, Yin (1994) suggests there are two types of
generalizability: statistical and analytical, and argues that for qualitative research analytical
generalizability is necessary. Analytical generalizability occurs when the results of the study provide
an analytical understanding of individuals’ behaviours or motivations. When focus groups are
properly conducted and documented, they provide an understanding of why individuals think or
behave in a certain way, as can be seen from the examples presented in the paper. Furthermore, since
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subjects are considered experts in the topic of interest, their collective voice is representative of what
others like them think of the subject. As discussed in Lee and Baskerville (2003), qualitative research
can provide claims of generalizability when the context of the study and the boundaries are clearly
delineated. In their recent discussion on generalizability, Seddon and Scheepers (2011) highlight the
need for qualitative studies (or as relevant to this discussion, focus groups as sole method or as part of
a multi-method effort) to clearly disclose and discuss the boundary conditions to which their findings
apply. If researchers do provide their protocol as part of their publications, and clearly describe the
population of interest, other researchers should be able to replicate the findings, just as survey
instruments can be validated in multiple studies. Unfortunately, as demonstrated by studies on
generalizability (Lee and Baskerville 2003; Seddon and Scheepers 2011), and consistent with the
findings in Table 1, researchers often fail to disclose this important information.

Validity Description Focus Group Research
Requirement

External validity | Extent to which the presumed | Focus groups provide analytical

(generalizability) finding can be generalized to and | generalizability, which is an
across different types of persons, | analytical understanding of
settings, and times (populations). | individuals’ behaviors or

motivations.

Internal validity Precision in the control and | Focus group researchers need to
measurement of variables. provide a thorough description of

the complete focus group process
and data interpretation.

Relevance (realism) | Whether the phenomenon of | Focus group participants are
concern is studied in a realistic | considered  experts for the
setting. particular domain of interest.

Table 3. Validity and Focus Groups

In terms of internal validity, or reliability, it is clear that this cannot be accomplished through controls
and precision of the measurement method and its ability to reproduce the same results repeatedly.
However, Sykes (1991) discusses how in qualitative research, reliability refers to the role of the
researcher in the data collection and in her interpretation. She recommends the qualitative researcher
provide a thorough description of the complete process used, including preparation, data collection,
and analysis. In the context of focus groups, researchers should clearly indicate the research purpose,
the selection criteria, and method used to solicit subjects, the focus group protocol, the capabilities
and/or training of the moderator, the settings and tools used for the focus group sessions, the humber
of sessions held and the time spent at each session, and an actual description of the focus group
sessions themselves (including a description of the transcriptions, analyses performed, etc.). Clearly,
based on the findings from Table 1, IS researchers should be more careful in this regard when using
the focus group research method for their studies.

Finally, an additional potential limitation of the focus group research method is groupthink, a
psychological phenomenon where individuals’ thinking tends to be overridden by the group’s
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thinking as individuals seek harmony and reduced conflict in group conversations. Groupthink has
been identified as an issue in other research methods such as the Delphi research method?®. It is the
role of the focus group moderator to avoid such a phenomenon from occurring when conducting the
focus group sessions.

CONCLUSION

The focus group research method is a qualitative research method of interest to information systems
researchers. While it has some limitations with respect to statistical validity, if properly planned,
conducted, and documented, the focus group research method can offer valuable insights to IS
researchers for a plethora of information systems phenomena where individuals are embedded in
collectives (Morgeson and Hofmann 1999) that impact the emergence of their perceptions, attitudes
and behaviors. More importantly, when IS researchers are interested in constructs that emerge from
or exist in group interactions, when they are exploring new IS concepts to be tested later, or when
they seek a deeper understanding of constructs in established theories, the focus group research
method can provide valuable insights for IS theorizing.
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Appendix A. Basic Guidelines for THE Focus Group Research METHOD

The table below briefly summarizes guidelines for focus group research in information systems
adapted from (Fern 2001; Krueger 1994; Morgan 1997), which are focused on selection of
participants, how to run the sessions, the role of the moderator, and the physical setting. Substantial
research has been conducted in the field of marketing analyzing the effects of variations in these
guidelines (e.g. smaller or large group size, personality of the moderator, etc.). For example, it has
been found that eight-member groups generate more ideas than four-member groups (Fern 1982).

Category

Guideline

Description

Participants

Homogeneous strangers

To achieve high levels of interactions and participation, subjects must be
relatively “compatible” with each other. Job hierarchy, age, knowledge base,
or other visible differences can hinder open discussions and relatively equal
participation necessary to reap the benefits of focus groups. Anonymity (no
demographics collected except observed) can increase participation.

Knowledgeable about
topic (“experts”)

Since the purpose of the focus groups is to gather insights from participants,
it is important that they are able to offer their views in the discussion. It is
important that the expertise of the participants is relevant to the research
question of interest. This is needed for validity.

Three to 10 participants
per group

While some suggest that expert moderators can handle groups up to 15
participants, the most common number of participants in research is five to
seven per group. Smaller groups can present challenges since the interactions
are limited, interactions being an integral part of the focus group process.

Number of sessions is
function of saturation

When no further insight is gained from additional data collection, saturation
is reached.

Moderator High involvement and The moderator must be highly involved in the discussion, asking questions
discussion leadership but also probing for further insights when appropriate.
Ensures everyone The moderator must try to facilitate productive discussions among group
participates members. It can help to place potential “dominators” close to the moderator.
Physical Round or rectangle Participants should be able to see each other and have a sense that they are all
setting tables on an equal footing in the discussion.

Familiar and/or relaxed
setting

A relaxed setting is needed for participants to become fully engaged in the
conversation without being distracted by their environment.

Ground rules

One person speaking at a
time and no
side conversations

The moderator must ensure that these rules are known in advance and well
respected. This ensures that all discussions are captured and that all potential
findings are explored.

Session and
protocol

Topic introduced in
general terms

The moderator must set the stage on the topic to get everyone in the right
mindset.

Icebreaker or easy
question first

The moderator must ensure that everyone becomes quickly comfortable
participating, and an icebreaker question allows him or her to bring in less
vocal participants right away.

Start with broad and
open ended questions;
then relatively structured
when probing further

Open-ended questions help gain a deeper understanding of respondents’
attitudes and opinions and avoid biasing participants toward specific issues
researchers deem more important.

Structured protocol: ask
the same questions, in a
similar order, across
groups

Protocol must be tested and modified several times after initial development.
Asking the same questions allows comparisons across groups as a validation
of findings, although new questions can emerge after the first few groups.

Session is recorded. A
scribe can take notes
based on observations of
the session. Researchers
should have backup
devices!

Recorded sessions are transcribed into text files, which can then be used with
qualitative analysis software such as Atlas.ti or NVivo. Video sessions offer
the additional possibility of coding for non-verbal cues.

One to two hours
maximum

Fatigue can become an issue if longer sessions are held, for both the
moderator and the participants.
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