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Miller contends that the information obtained from both methodologies was vital to her conclusions. For example, the 
observational component of Miller’s research shows how traditional patrol officers’ perceptions and experiences differ 
from those of neighborhood patrol officers. Her observations also uncovered how rarely the paths of patrol officers 
crossed with their community policing counterparts. These limited interactions contributed, Miller believed, to patrol 
officers’ misconceptions about community policing. Patrol officers believed that neighborhood police officers did not 
do real police work and spent too much time responding to residents and political needs, not to crime-fighting goals.

Whereas both male and female patrol officers would engage in masculine teasing while in the field, such as talking 
about their physical fitness and shooting ability, during the one-on-one interviews, she discovered a more gendered 
nature of the patrol officers’ perceptions and experiences:

Even though the patrolwomen joined in the banter and told their share of crime-fighting war stories [in the 
field], it became clear during one-on-one conversations with them they dropped their aggressive facade when 
their actions were less visible to other patrol officers. The women were more than superficially involved in 
some of the local people’s lives, particularly with the children. (p. 176)

22 Focus Groups
Focus groups are groups of individuals that are formed by a researcher and then led in group discussion of a topic. 
The researcher asks specific questions and guides the discussion to ensure that group members address these ques-
tions, but the resulting information is qualitative and relatively unstructured. Unlike most other survey designs, focus 
groups do not involve representative samples; instead, a few individuals are recruited for the group who have the time 
to participate and who share key characteristics with the target population.

Most focus groups involve seven to 10 people, a size that facilitates discussion by all in attendance. Although partici-
pants usually do not know one another, they are chosen so that they are relatively homogeneous, which tends to reduce 
their inhibitions in discussion. Of course, the characteristics of individuals that determine their inclusion are based 
on the researcher’s conception of the target population for the study. Focus group leaders must begin the discussion 
by creating the expectation that all will participate and that the researcher will not favor any particular perspective or 
participant.

Focus groups are interviewed to collect qualitative data using open-ended questions posed by the researcher (or 
group leader). Thus, a focused discussion mimics the natural process of forming and expressing opinions and may 
give some sense of validity. The researcher may also want to conduct a more traditional survey, asking a representa-
tive sample of the target population to answer closed-ended questions, to weigh the validity of data obtained from the 
focus group. No formal procedure exists for determining the generalizability of focus group answers, but the careful 
researcher should conduct at least several focus groups on the same topic and check for consistency in the findings as a 

partial test of generalizability.
As with other field research techniques, focus group methods emphasize discov-

ering unanticipated findings and exploring hidden meanings. Although they do not 
provide a means for developing reliable, generalizable results (the traditional strong 
suits of survey research), focus groups can be an indispensable aid for developing 
hypotheses and survey questions, for investigating the meaning of survey results, and 
for quickly identifying the range of opinion about an issue.

Focus group  A qualitative method that 
involves unstructured group interviews 
in which the focus group leader actively 
encourages discussion among participants on 
the topics of interest

Case Study
An Analysis of Police Searches

Racial profiling has generally been defined as the use of race by police as a key factor in deciding whether to make a traf-
fic stop—that is, to pull over a driver for an infraction (Williams & Stahl, 2008). As a response to lawsuits alleging racial 


