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Abstract

This paper considers the use of online focus groups as a method for conducting
qualitative research in the social sciences. Researchers have increasingly utilised
online focus groups involving live, synchronous chat room interactions. However, to
date there has been little insight and a lack of discussion as to the applicability of
online focus groups in the social sciences. Reflecting on a study of young people’s
housing opportunities and financial welfare in the UK, this paper considers the
advantages and limitations of online qualitative methods. We argue that online
methods offer significant advantages, especially in longer-term studies crossing time
and space, but that their design and implementation raise methodological challenges,
with implications for the depth and insight of the knowledge produced. Their use for
social science research therefore requires reflexivity and adjustment, including
attention to the positionality of the researcher, the nature and level of participant
involvement, and adjustment to the loss of non-verbal cues and interactions found in
conventional qualitative research. This paper advances knowledge on the opportunities
of and challenges to online methodologies, and highlights how creative use of web-
based technology can support social scientists conducting qualitative research.

Keywords: online research; focus groups; qualitative research; housing research;
internet; young people.
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Introduction

Focus groups are an established method of collecting research data in the social
sciences, bringing together people with mutual characteristics or interests to offer
individual and collective insights into particular topics (Morgan, 1996: 130). Online
focus groups capitalise on the increasing use of the internet as a communication tool.
They currently take two forms: synchronous, involving real-time live chat comparable to
conversational interactions of face-to-face focus groups (Fox et al, 2007), or
asynchronous, using ‘static’ text-based communication such as forums and email lists
(Gaiser, 1997; Kenny, 2005). Yet, while the use of online focus groups has been
discussed in other social sciences such as nursing and health research (Kenny, 2005;
Fox et al., 2007; Williams et al., 2012; O’Connor et al., 2014), there has been a lack of
discussion as to how they might be applied in disciplines such as social policy,
geography, urban studies, and related areas. Based on a study of young people’s
housing opportunities and welfare in the UK, this paper reflects on the use of
synchronous online focus groups. We consider their advantages and limitations,
highlighting the methodological implications that suggest a need for significant
reflexivity by researchers that acknowledges the influence that different interactions (in
this case through web-based, non-verbal platforms) have on participant relationships
and the production of knowledge (Bourdieu, 1992).

The collective conversations and potential of online focus groups

Focus groups share similar epistemological concerns to other qualitative methods, as
they are concerned with the depth and meaning of participants’ experiences, but are
differentiated on the basis of certain features. Advocates argue that focus groups are
reflexive and empowering experiences for participants, as researchers encourage
participants to share views and experiences through group conversations (Goss and
Leinbach, 1996). These “collaborative research performances” (Bosco and Herman,
2010) are thought to better reflect the socially constructed nature of knowledge, as
participants are encouraged to query, question and explain their viewpoints through
group interaction, teasing out complementary and argumentative interpretations of the
research topic (Goss and Leinbach, 1996; Kamberelis and Dimitraidis, 2013). Bagnoli
and Clark (2010: 104) contend that this changes the way that research data is
produced, as ‘it is in the interaction between participants, rather than between
participant and researcher, that generates data.” This gives more space for
participants to discuss issues they deem significant, emphasising the role of group
dynamics in shaping the knowledge that is produced. Non-verbal cues such as body
language, visual signs of agreement or disagreement, and physical identities can also
affect the flow and direction of focus groups, allowing the researcher to observe how
social contexts may influence what is said, and when, in the group setting.

However, the potential of focus groups depends upon overcoming a range of
methodological limitations associated with their use, including the size and
composition of groups, practical constraints of location and timing, and the
positionalities (including class, gender, ethnicity, and lived experiences) of the
researcher and participants (Holbrook and Jackson, 1996; Hollander, 2004; Hopkins,
2007). The influence of cultural norms and expectations is an important consideration,
as people may conform to dominant ideas and beliefs established by social,
geographical and political contexts (Koch, 2013).

While use of online focus groups has grown, the majority of published discussions
focus on asynchronous groups (Gaiser, 1997; Mann and Stewart, 2000; Kenny, 2005;
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Williams et al., 2012). Themes from these discussions include: the potential for online
groups to bring together geographically distant individuals and groups in web-based
settings; practical advantages of avoiding costly and difficult transcription; and the
ability to facilitate greater participation and disclosure for users who are comfortable
with the social uses, and privacy, of the internet. However, there has been little
reflection in the social sciences on the use of online focus groups, particularly
regarding how they impinge upon group dynamics and collaborations of participants,
and how moderators and participants adapt to online environments, where human and
non-verbal interaction may be diminished. The remainder of this paper contributes to
our understanding of the advantages and limitations of online synchronous focus
groups. Reflecting on their application in a qualitative study of housing and youth in the
UK, we highlight a range of issues including the effectiveness of online recruitment, the
size and composition of groups, and the role of the researcher in facilitating discussion.

Background to our study of housing and youth

From 2013-14, we used online focus groups to research the housing and financial
welfare of young adults aged 18-35 in the UK. Young people face many difficulties with
housing, including the cost of housing, difficulties in raising deposits and securing
mortgages for ownership, and problems with accessing and costs of rental housing
(Moore, 2013). These difficulties are exacerbated by changes to welfare support
systems, and are predicted to have long-term implications for the future welfare of
young people (McKee, 2012). Ten case study areas were selected in rural and urban
areas of Northern Ireland (Belfast and Ballymena), Wales (Gwynedd and Merthyr),
England (Cornwall, Surrey and Sheffield) and Scotland (North Lanarkshire, the Scottish
Borders, and Edinburgh). We aimed to conduct 20 online focus groups, though as Table
1 shows only 10 were eventually conducted.

We chose synchronous online focus groups as a method to research the
implications of the issues facing young people. As we were conducting research across
the UK, this choice was made to overcome traditional time and spatial constraints of
qualitative research, as well as to engage young people familiar with the social uses
and conventions of online communication. Recent statistics show that 87 per cent of
adults aged 16-24 in the UK use social networking as a form of internet
communication (Office for National Statistics, 2013). The same report shows that
social networking has also replaced email as the most popular internet activity. By
facilitating active, participant-led discussions, real-time online focus groups also have
the advantage of producing some of the same forms of collaborative knowledge as
conventional face-to-face focus groups.

Table 1 summarises the 10 synchronous online focus groups in our study. These
were held in six of the 10 case study areas across the UK and were conducted in real
time through text-based chat rooms, hosted securely on a private server by a specialist
provider of online qualitative research platforms.
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Table 1: Number of focus groups conducted

Date of focus group Case study area Number of
participants
16 April 2013 Edinburgh 3
29 May 2013 North Lanarkshire 4
3 July 2013 Cornwall 4
14 November 2013 Sheffield 4
21 November 2013 Sheffield 4
10 December 2013 Edinburgh 4
17 December 2013 Scottish Borders 3
8 April 2014 Surrey 4

In addition, 30 telephone interviews were conducted. This option was offered to
ensure that digitally-excluded young people had an opportunity to participate in the
study. This proved to be an important element of the research, as recruitment
challenges meant that ten rather than 20 focus groups were held. Participation for both
focus groups and interviews was incentivised through a small gift voucher reward, as
an appreciation of participants’ time.

All research was carried out with ethical approval and informed consent was gained
from all participants. However, online qualitative research raises some distinct ethical
questions for researchers. Firstly, the issue of privacy may be problematic, due to the
unclear status of different sources of online information which may be used for
research purposes. The British Psychological Society (2013) note that the distinction
between public and private spaces is often blurred in online settings, as it is not always
explicit which online spaces are perceived as ‘private’ or 'public’. Furthermore, the
accessibility and permanence of online activities presents challenges distinct from
face-to-face research contexts, as there is no scope for participants to opt out of
providing information in a setting which is more public than a private encounter. This
raises questions of anonymity and confidentiality. Secondly, there may be difficulties in
obtaining valid consent, as research conducted online may make it difficult to verify
certain relevant participant characteristics (such as age, gender, and ethnicity), while
establishing the participants have properly engaged with valid consent procedures may
also be difficult.

All participants were informed as to how the online data they provided would be
electronically stored and used via a detailed information sheet. A password-protected
portal provided by a respected provider was used to host the focus groups. The secure
nature of this prohibited the possibilities for breach of confidentiality through, for
example, the possible searching of published quotes using search engines. After a
designated period of time, transcripts were removed from the online portal, further
reducing potential breaches of confidentiality. The full name of participants was also
not visible to anyone using the portal, with personal details stored offline. All
participants were asked to complete a consent form, including clear statements that
they were able to withdraw from participation in the study at any time. Finally, all
participants were asked to complete a demographic questionnaire before taking part.
This information was stored privately. While there remains a risk of false reporting,
asking participants to complete this helped to reassure the researchers - as far as
feasibly possible - that participants met the particular demographic characteristics
required for the study.

We found the process of obtaining consent for online qualitative research similar to
that of face-to-face contexts. However, the relative novelty of online research, coupled
with the blurred distinction between public and private dialogues in online settings,
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places a greater responsibility on researchers to protect the privacy and confidentiality
of participants, as well as to ensure that the storage and use of information provided
online is both secure for, and clear to, participants.

Online focus groups in practice
Recruitment strategies

Given that online focus groups utilise the internet, web-based settings are usually the
most common methods of recruitment (Gaiser, 1997; O’Connor et al., 2014).
Pertinently for our study, societal trends suggested a high level of use of online social
networks such as Facebook and Twitter by our target sampling population (Office for
National Statistics, 2013), allowing us to identify online networks as potentially
productive for participant recruitment. Relevant Facebook pages were identified, such
as youth services and those that promote local events and opportunities, and links to
our project website were posted, with a short description of the study. While this proved
to be productive, we were faced with some challenges. Gaiser (1997) notes the danger
of intrusion in online communities and the risk of ‘spamming’ (intrusive and unsolicited
messages and advertisements). Discretion was used by the researchers, firstly by
ensuring the page used to promote the study - and therefore the interests of the social
network community in question - was aligned with the research topic. Secondly, we
requested permission from the page owner to post recruitment notices.

Using the social networking site Twitter proved to be the most fruitful recruitment
technique. Twitter is an interactive micro-blogging website used by people and
organisations to send succinct messages to each other in order to share online
material, links, and images. Each Twitter account has a set of ‘followers’” who have
chosen to subscribe to the messages sent by that account. Each user can share
information with their followers, not only by posting a message but by ‘retweeting’ the
messages of other users, thereby sharing information with a wider audience. The
present popularity of Twitter has enabled its use by researchers as a method of online
participant recruitment (O’Connor et al., 2014).

We asked organisations relevant to both the research topic and specific case study
areas to tweet and retweet links to our project website and recruitment notice,
including voluntary groups, housing providers, local newspapers, and youth support
services. We understand these recruitment strategies as an online form of snowball
sampling (O’Connor et al.,, 2014), as the sharing of information through retweeting
travels through wider audiences and networks. Not only were a number of participants
recruited through this method, but in some case study areas the process of retweeting
helped to publicise the study to gatekeepers previously unknown to us, therefore
extending the snowball sampling even further.

The web-based nature of the research also engaged people with disabilities or
barriers that prevented them from taking part face-to-face, such as those with hearing
difficulties. However, there were also limitations to online recruitment. Sharing
information through popular social media accounts is an efficient way to recruit by
reaching a large number of people, however this is based on assumptions that social
media account users will match the target population of the research topic. For our
study, there was uncertainty as to whether we were successfully targeting individuals
with the required demographic traits of age and residence. While these criteria were
quite broad, online recruitment methods may not be replicable or as successful for
studies with narrower selection criteria.
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While online recruitment can widen the pool of potential participants, its potential to
act as a restrictive and exclusionary device should also be taken into account. There
are still segments of the population that are excluded on the basis of socio-economic
disadvantage, age, and geography. This was illustrated by the fact that seven of our ten
focus groups were held in urbanised areas, rather than rural areas which traditionally
face issues of digital exclusion (Townsend et al., 2013). Accordingly, we used offline
mechanisms of sampling to complement the online components, using a conventional
snowball sampling technique for recruitment. We engaged gatekeepers at relevant
organisations in each case study area, including local housing associations, voluntary
and community groups, local authorities, housing and financial support services, and
organisations working with young people and families. These organisations
communicated the study to their users on our behalf.

The size, composition and hosting of online focus groups

Decisions as to the size and composition of focus groups are linked to the purpose
and sensitivity of the research topic. Smaller groups may provide opportunities to voice
opinions, while larger groups may elicit a wider range of responses (Bedford and
Burgess, 2001; Hopkins, 2007). We had initially aimed for focus group sizes of
between four and eight participants. After a pilot focus group with eight colleagues, we
adjusted group sizes to the lower end of this range, and in some cases conducted
groups with three participants due to poor recruitment response rates or difficulties in
identifying mutually convenient times for the group to take place. Our experience in the
larger pilot group was also similar to the groups ran by Fox et al (2007), as the number
and speed of overlapping discussion threads proved difficult to manage and follow.

The composition of focus groups is often based on key demographic traits that
enhance familiarity and facilitate greater disclosure and discussion (Morgan, 1996:
143), although others advocate for heterogeneous groups on the basis that this
encourages a diversity of viewpoints and avoids conformity with group consensus
(Hollander, 2004). Decisions on the composition of our groups evolved throughout the
study. Participants were recruited from a diverse range of social backgrounds and
occupations, including students, graduates, single men living in supported
accommodation, homeowners (sometimes with more than one property) and those with
families. Given this diversity, efforts were made to create relatively homogenous groups
as, for instance, the housing and financial challenges faced by 18-year-old students
living independently were likely to differ markedly from older participants who owned
multiple properties.

The homogeneity of our groups allowed us to focus on aspects of housing and
financial welfare affecting these individuals, enabling areas of commonality that
stimulated discussion. On some occasions, it was necessary to have heterogeneous
groups with varied demographics, according to levels of recruitment and availability.
Whilst these still produced valuable insights, there was a risk of creating ‘outsiders’
who lacked areas of common ground with other participants. For instance, in one group
of four participants, three were homeowners and one rented privately and did not
intend to buy a home. Discussion tended to focus on aspects of homeownership, such
as deposit-saving, costs of maintenance and the benefits or challenges of being a
homeowner, some of which seemed to be beyond the interest or expertise of the other
participant. This caused a dilemma for us in moderation, as we attempted to elicit
contributions from the ‘outsider’ participant whilst trying to avoid disrupting the
participant-led interactions and discussions of the other three participants. The lack of
non-verbal cues or visual insight into the ‘outsider’s’ mood exacerbated our concerns,
thus exposing a disadvantage of online focus groups compared to the human
interaction of their face-to-face equivalent.
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While online focus groups have been advocated for their potential to overcome
barriers to participation such as time and space, we found it challenging to arrange
mutually convenient dates and times to suit our participants. Online groups usually
occurred in the evenings to suit participants’ availability. To develop rapport and
maintain contact, the lead researcher contacted participants a number of times in the
days preceding each group to organise participation. Despite this, some focus groups
suffered from non-attendance. Reasons for this were sought from non-attendees and
tended to relate to forgetfulness, which may be related to over-reliance on electronic
communication rather than human interaction, as well as problems with computers or
connecting to the internet. This suggests that online methods require additional face-
to-face or telephone interactions to secure and maintain participation.

Interactive procedures of data collection

Our focus groups took place in text-based chat rooms, and involved a mixture of
text-based questions and periodic use of a virtual whiteboard for brainstorming and
idea sharing (discussed in the next section). Advocates of online communication in
research have argued that virtual environments can enhance disclosure from
participants, as anonymity can remove inhibitions and encourage people to contribute
candid viewpoints without concerns as to the personal ramifications of their
statements (Fox et al., 2007). Text-based interactions may also avoid impacts of
dominant personalities or strong voices encountered in face-to-face environments
(Hollander, 2004; Kenny, 2005). However, one of the major critiques of online research
is that non-verbal cues are lost, and reliance on text-based exchanges creates focus
groups that are “more task oriented and less interpersonal” (Fern, 2001: 68).

In our experience, interpersonal exchanges were not diminished by the virtual
environment. This was helped by exercises used to establish rapport and encourage
interaction. At the outset of each group, participants were asked to share their
motivation for taking part. As groups were mostly segmented according to similar
housing circumstances or tenures, participants often identified commonalities through
shared motivations and circumstances. Encouraged by this connectedness,
participants often conversed with each other directly rather than simply addressing the
moderator.

In turn, this rapport may also have harnessed disclosure. Participants were
generally happy to share their anxieties in relation to personal issues of housing access
and financial welfare, with insights offered into young people’s difficulties in living
independently from their parents, and the ways in which their circumstances inhibited
their future life ambitions.

The interactivity of online focus groups poses challenges for both moderators and
participants, as they defy conventions of conversational turn-taking and are
characterised by simultaneous, overlapping responses (or ‘threading’) (Matt and
Stewart, 2000). Where researchers select online methods as a research technique,
they must be alive to the ways in which this impacts on the knowledge produced. As
such, quick typing skills are essential for the moderator and participants, as well as
access to appropriate technology. In our experience, participants seemed able to keep
pace with discussions and there were no observable differences in levels of
contribution on the basis of demographic traits such as age or gender. However, those
who lacked access to a computer or internet connection, or confidence and skills with
computers had expressed a preference for a telephone interview. This highlights the
need to combine online methods with traditional methods to avoid exclusion.

© 2015 The Author People, Place and Policy (2015): 9/1, pp. 17-28
Journal Compilation © 2015 PPP



p. 24. Online focus groups and qualitative research in the social sciences: their merits and limitations in a
study of housing and youth

The use of interactive stimulus
An additional exercise to facilitate interaction was the use of a virtual whiteboard as
a stimulus for discussion. This whiteboard is embedded through the focus groups, with

a text-based chat window below, as shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1: The virtual setting for online focus groups

O T T | e = 1= [ 131 (21

Using the 'A’ button on the right of your screen, write your name up
here on the whiteboard, and tell us something about yourself. [E]

-~ -
i estions | Observer Chat i

- TomM . Tommm
SEND P | SEND [Pritchat

Participants were asked to brainstorm perceptions or thoughts on a whiteboard,
which were then discussed in more detail and depth in the chat windows. This is
illustrated in Figure 2, where participants were asked to compare differences in
housing opportunities and financial welfare for 18-35-year-olds of their generation,
compared to their parents’ generation.
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Figure 2: The use of a virtual whiteboard as an interactive stimulus in online focus
groups

Your generation (18-35s) B escony Your parents' generation

No student debt/less student
debt when starting out.
More acceptable to rent

long term nowadays Affordable

You could walk out of one
job and into another

Settling down and having Lots of choice

kids later in life

| disagree - | think there
might have been a higher | x
expectation for our parents Clearer cut vocation, Careers

to get married younger and forlife, less jo chang@ur parents didn't expect as
move out much - i.e. they didn't care
about ensuites/wifi
access/having a
washer/dryer

Highe

Not being married more
acceptable

This facilitated group interactions, as participants responded to comments made by
each other on the whiteboard, sometimes in agreement but often out of disagreement
or lack of clarity. The use of an interactive stimulus encouraged participants to
converse with each other, through questioning and defence of particular views, and
these interpretations or justifications of material contributed to the richness of our data.
It also enabled participants to lead the production of knowledge through visual
interaction, as opposed to more formulaic questioning and answering led by the
moderator. The whiteboard was also a useful tool for moderation, assisting in
introducing or returning to topics of interest, particularly in the context of rapid
simultaneous messages and responses, especially in a larger group where its speed
and dynamism created several threads of discussion. The whiteboard allowed the
moderator to direct the flow of the focus group in a more subtle manner than
conventional questioning of participants, therefore supporting the methodological goal
of facilitating group interactions to produce data, whilst focusing on the study’s key
research questions.

However, in some sessions participants did not develop a familiarity with the
whiteboard and did not contribute as extensively as others. This led to prolonged
periods of relative silence and inactivity. As we were unable to perceive people’s body
language, there was uncertainty as to the cause (for example, whether silence was due
to a lack of engagement with the tool, or whether they were contemplating possible
contributions). In other sessions, the use of the whiteboard disrupted conversational
coherence and the flow of group interactions, and on reflection there were times when
our moderation and introduction of the whiteboard were too interventionist.

This highlights a key limitation for moderators of online focus groups. There is an
assumed level of digital competency, which trusts that participants are able to keep
track of and manage online and visual interactions. Given that online focus groups
emphasise the role of group interactions in the construction of knowledge, there is a
need to minimise the amount of direct questioning to prevent the group falling into a
directive question and answer session, thereby losing the richness of participant-led
interaction. Yet, moderators also need to judge when best to intervene in discussions in
order to keep participants on track and ensure planned topics are addressed within the
timeframe of the group. Online moderators need to maintain a critical reflexive
awareness throughout their focus groups and acknowledge that their judgements and
interventions will affect the knowledge that is produced.
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Concluding remarks

Synchronous online focus groups offer a number of advantages for social science
researchers. First, they are beneficial in overcoming temporal and spatial barriers to
qualitative research. The majority of our groups were geographically distant, and the
time and complexity of the data collection would have been greater with conventional
face-to-face focus groups.

Second, online methodologies capitalise on increasing societal use of the internet
as a powerful medium for communication and group interaction. Through a mix of
online and offline recruitment, we were able to engage young people in our study,
including those who may be excluded from traditional methods. Our successful use of
social networking websites for participant recruitment suggests that further use of
social media in qualitative research could be productive for social science researchers.
However, online methods are not a panacea for engaging a greater number of
participants or for overcoming participation barriers such as participant availability and
non-attendance, and face their own issues related to digital exclusion. Our experience
highlights that online methodologies do not eliminate the need for offline, non-
electronic forms of qualitative research.

Third, synchronous online focus groups can provide rich exchanges, elucidating the
subjective viewpoints of participants. Our creative use of interactive visual stimulus
also suggests that they can be valuable platforms for facilitating dynamic group
interactions and creating new forms of knowledge. Participants queried and contested
each other’'s statements, offering different interpretations and justifications of each
other’s viewpoints.

Despite these advantages, text-based interactions make it difficult for researchers
to incorporate and work with non-verbal cues in their interactions with participants.
Critical reflexivity and acknowledgement of these issues needs to be incorporated into
the analysis and presentation of online data, for they affect the ways in which
questions are phrased, the development of group dynamics, and the interpretations
that are made by researchers.

The lack of human interaction also has implications for the role of moderators.
Online scenarios may be useful for encouraging the interactivity of focus groups and for
empowering participant-led interactions, but this depends on the individual
personalities of those taking part, their proficiency with technology, and the
appropriateness of interventions made by moderators seeking to direct focus group
discussions. In this sense, as with challenges in sampling and recruitment, online
settings may still encounter similar barriers to conventional qualitative research.

This paper has offered a reflexive account of the use of online focus groups in a
study of young people’s housing access and financial welfare opportunities. While this
method has been popularised in areas such as health research and psychology, it has
not been utilised to any great extent in other areas of the social sciences such as
human geography, sociology, social policy, and urban studies. This paper has advanced
our understanding of the advantages, limitations and implications of online
methodologies, and their appropriateness for research with different populations,
highlighting a range of considerations that should be incorporated into their future use
in qualitative research.
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