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Focus Groups
Focus groups, or group interviews, are facilitated group discussions and possess elements of 
both participant observation and individual interviews while also maintaining their own 
uniqueness as a distinctive research method (Barbour, 2018; Liamputtong, 2011). It is typically 
recommended that the size of the group include between 6 and 12 participants. In this way, the 
group is small enough for all participants to talk and share their thoughts, and yet large enough 
to allow for diverse perspectives. Participants are usually selected because of shared social or 
cultural experience or shared concerns related to the study’s focus. A focus group is essentially 
a group discussion focused on a single theme (Kreuger & Casey, 2015; Morgan, 2019; Stewart 
& Shamdasani, 2015). Fundamental to the design of a focus group study is group composition 
and the degree of homogeneity or heterogeneity the researcher wants represented by the group 
participants (Morgan, 2019). There are many questions the researcher needs to contemplate, 
such as the extent of similarity or dissimilarity in participants’ demographic characteristics, as 
well as in their experiences and involvement with the subject matter. As discussed by Morgan 
(2019), one key feature in creating a comfortable atmosphere for a group discussion is under-
standing which categories of participants typically feel free to interact together. For example, in 
certain societies, mixing factors such as gender, age, religion, social status, as well as status and 
hierarchy issues require special attention and could be uncomfortable or inappropriate regard-
less of the topic. This is an area where the researcher could benefit from the advice from a key 
informant or local advisory board (Morgan, 2019).

Whatever the make-up of the group, as research has become increasingly globalized, respect 
for diversity and striving for inclusion, equity, and appreciation of differences is central. The idea 
of “culturally responsive” focus groups is indeed paramount, and the skill in addressing group 
dynamics as well as the empathy of the researcher and the ability to build trust and maintain a 
safe environment for all participants become critical considerations (Hall, 2020). Beyond such 
general cultural sensitivity, there are also practical issues about how someone from one culture 
should contact a stranger and invite their participation. Although standard Western procedures 
often involve relatively anonymous recruitment from relative strangers, these assumptions may 
not work in other settings (Morgan, 2019). The researcher may need to invest time becoming a 
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