
Chapter 6    Correlational and Qualitative Research    215

Hennink (2014) noted that focus groups can be conducted virtually (e.g., Internet, 
telephone, or teleconferencing) as well as in person, and Wilkinson (2003) provided a 
useful series of recommendations about the focus group session itself (e.g., use of name 
tags, reiteration of the boundaries of anonymity or confidentiality, or ground rules;  
pp. 193–194). It is worth noting that although the importance of confidentiality may be 
reiterated, the researcher cannot guarantee that confidentiality will be maintained because 
the focus group members themselves possess that information. Wilkinson noted that 
many aspects of research using focus groups are not distinctive (e.g., analysis in terms of 
themes is not unique to focus groups, as we have seen). Rather, she suggested it is the way 
the data are collected, in this interactive group form, which is a hallmark of the approach.

Hennink (2014, p. 16) argued that even though focus group discussions are especially 
useful for exploratory research, they should not be pigeonholed and will work in other 
research approaches, such as mixed methods (which typically combine quantitative and 
qualitative approaches).

Structure of the Focus Group Process

The process of a focus group has been depicted as an hourglass, opening broadly with 
introductions and questions about the structure and approach (to provide understanding 
and establish some rapport), narrowing to the specifics and focused areas for discussion, 
and then broadening out again to closing questions (Hennink, 2014, p. 51). Hennink 
provided concrete examples that you could use if you wanted to structure a focus group.

Hennink (2014) also noted that not all topics are appropriate for focus groups and 
that it is not necessarily the sensitive nature of the topic per se (e.g., sexual encounters) 
but an emphasis on personal narratives that would make such a topic inappropriate. 
When a topic is framed in a way that focuses on personal experience, issues of confi-
dentiality in the group occur, and there may be self-censorship, too, such that the group 
members participate less fully. Hennink (2014) provided a useful (see Table 6.2 of this 
chapter) checklist for when focus groups versus individual interviews would be appropri-
ate. Another recommended source explaining when focus groups are appropriate is the 
handbook on focus groups by Richard Krueger and Mary Anne Casey (2009).

  Try this Now

Before looking at the list from Hennink (2014), generate three rea-
sons to use a focus group and three reasons to use individual inter-
views. Compare your ideas with Hennink’s list.


