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Focus groups have been getting a
lot of bad press lately. M a l c o l m
G l a d well has spoken out against
them in his book B l i n k and in sev-
eral recent pre s e n t a t i o n s . B u s i n e s s
We e k celebrated Gladwe l l ’s pers p e c-
t ive in a November 2005 art i c l e
entitled “Shoot the Focus Gro u p.”

Is it really a good idea to throw
away this time-honored re s e a rc h
technique? We think not.

I t ’s true that traditional focus
groups have limitations. R e c ru i t i n g
is a challenge, sample sizes are
s m a l l , and projectability to the
greater population is an issue. I t ’s
also true that the early softwa re for
m oving focus groups online, w h i c h
consisted only of chat stre a m s , d i d
not pre s e rve the true goal of a focus
gro u p : to get consumers to talk
about their feelings, attitudes and
opinions using pro j e c t ive and pro b-
ing techniques. H oweve r, these lim-
itations are fast disappeari n g .

When focus groups fa i l , it is usu-
ally because they are not pro p e r l y
designed in the first place. R e s e a rc h
design for traditional groups is

f l u i d , often only a topical outline.
M oving the same discussion online
re q u i res a more ri g o rous appro a c h .

Better focus groups thro u g h
better design
R e s e a rc h e rs have challenged com-
panies like ours to move traditional
re s e a rch online.To do so effective l y,
we have had to invent new capabil-
i t i e s .To d ay ’s online focus gro u p
t e c h n o l og y, based on Web confer-
encing softwa re, goes well beyo n d
chat to include capabilities such as
annotation and drawing tools that
can be used for collaborative exe r-
c i s e s .This makes it possible for
q u a l i t a t ive re s e a rc h e rs to design
c re a t ive pro j e c t ive and pro b i n g
e xe rcises that duplicate the best
aspects of traditional focus gro u p s .

When it comes to re c ru i t i n g ,
online focus groups present an
a d va n t a g e. Because in-person focus
groups re q u i re participants to be in
the same geographic are a s , it is
often not possible to attain samples
that reflect a company ’s true marke t
s e g m e n t s . G e ogr a p hy becomes the

p ri m a ry segmentation by defa u l t .
With online focus gro u p s , g e ogr a-
p hy is no longer the pri m a ry con-
s i d e r a t i o n , since participants come
t ogether virtually rather than in a
b ri c k - a n d - m o rtar fa c i l i t y. By elimi-
nating the geographic constraint,
focus groups can be conducted
among whatever populations are
most meaningful, no matter how
fa r - f l u n g . And by taking adva n t a g e
of the availability of online con-
sumer and bu s i n e s s - t o - bu s i n e s s
p a n e l s , re c ruitment based on
sophisticated segmentation is re l a-
t ively easy to accomplish.

I t ’s crucially important when
conducting a focus group to make
s u re that the r ight people are in the
gro u p. Pa rticipants must be fully
qualified for the re s e a rch being
c o n d u c t e d . One way to ensure that
the group includes the r ight people
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is to use a re s e a rch design that
includes a quantitative as well as a
q u a l i t a t ive component.

Finding the right people
Consider for example a major
retailer that was interested in learn-
ing about online shopping. A clear
u n d e rstanding of cro s s - c h a n n e l
shopping behavior is important to
re t a i l e rs today, as they struggle to
m a ke the right investment trade-
offs between bri c k - a n d - m o rt a r
retail establ i s h m e n t s ,We b - b a s e d
shopping env i ronments and catalog
s a l e s .This retailer was interested in
using online focus groups to gather
p e rs p e c t ives from light, m e d i u m
and heavy users of online shopping.
A rt a fact was asked to re c ruit to
these three segments. Because of
our experience with the A rt a fa c t
hy b rid methodology and our
k n owledge of how quickly the use
of the Internet changes, we re c o m-
mended that these segments first be
va l i d a t e d .

To do so, we added a short quan-
t i t a t ive survey to the pro j e c t , a s k i n g
about online shopping habits. F ro m
the resulting data, we derived the
c o rrect characteristics of the thre e
segments of intere s t . Light online
s h o p p e rs used the Internet for
shopping less frequently than the
f i rm had assumed, and the heav y -
use segment used the Intern e t
much more. Had the groups been
conducted without benefit of the
q u a n t i t a t ive data, the retailer wo u l d
h ave run the risk of talking to the
w rong people and basing their
d i rectional decisions on bad data
(which is of course wo rse than no
data at all).

This process of refining the seg-
mentation before conducting the

groups is ava i l a ble for little or no
additional cost.T h a t ’s because the
re c ruitment process for a focus
group already includes a scre e n i n g
s u rvey to ensure the proper demo-
graphics for the pro j e c t . By think-
ing through the segmentation issues
in adva n c e, it is easy to add addi-
tional questions to the screener sur-
vey in order to refine the cri t e ri a
and perform better focus gro u p
re s e a rc h .

Complementing online survey s
with deeper insights
The example above shows how a
q u a n t i t a t ive element can add
t remendous value to a qualitative
p ro j e c t .The reve rse is also tru e.
Q u a l i t a t ive re s e a rch can be used to
a n swer the questions left unan-
swe red by quantitative re s e a rc h .

For example, A rt a fact part n e r
B I G re s e a rc h , which provides syndi-
cated data, n ow supplements its
q u a n t i t a t ive re s e a rch with A rt a fa c t
online focus groups when the topic
wa rrants this appro a c h .

One such topic is the
B I G re s e a rch study of RFID, w h i c h
is the first study to track consumer
attitudes about this emerging tech-
n o l og y. RFID (radio-fre q u e n c y
identification) allows manu fa c t u r-
e rs , d i s t ri bu t o rs and re t a i l e rs to bet-
ter manage inve n t o ry by attaching a
t i ny tracking device to pro d u c t s .
Because it is not well unders t o o d
by most consumers , this technolog y
is often viewed with suspicion.
U n l i ke a survey, an online focus
group allows a dialog with con-
s u m e rs about their fears and con-
c e rn s . By adding qualitative
re s e a rch to this study, we we re abl e
to articulate why consumers held
c e rtain beliefs about RFID, i n c l u d-

ing what was most feared and
hoped for as a result of this emerg-
ing technolog y.

Taking adva n t a ge of a new
m e d i u m
Online re s e a rch is enabling both
n ew technologies and new meth-
o d s .A p p roaches such as our hy b ri d
m e t h o d o l ogy allow re s e a rc h e rs to
m a ke the most of online re s e a rc h
by combining traditional methods
in new ways for better results than
ever before.

In some cases online focus gro u p
t e c h n o l ogy is enabling entirely new
types of pro j e c t s .As an example,
t a ke the ability of some online
focus group softwa re to access the
I n t e rnet directly from within the
t o o l .This is useful for re s e a rch that
includes online assessments, such as
a project we recently performed for
a consumer firm that wanted to
re s e a rch the usability of an online
p ro d u c t . Pa rticipants in this online
focus group took a trip to the We b
and used the online product while
the re s e a rc h e rs watched fro m
A rt a fa c t ’s virtual back ro o m . U s i n g
our annotation tools, p a rt i c i p a n t s
s h owed us exactly what they like d
and disliked about the online pro d-
u c t s .The moderator was then abl e
to engage the participants in a con-
ve rsation about the findings.T h i s
p roject combined usability and dis-
cussion in a way that would not
h ave been possible in a traditional
focus gro u p.

I t ’s ironic that after all these
ye a rs , focus groups are starting to
get a bad name just when they ’re
really getting good. In our view, t h e
demise of the focus group has been
greatly exaggerated. |Q


