2 S RS

ELSEVIE

Information & Management 40 (2003) 717-727

IN ION

www.elsevier.com/locate/dsw

An experimental investigation of electronic focus groups

George Easton®, Annette Easton®", Michael Belch®

dInformation and Decision Systems Department, San Diego State University, San Diego, CA 92182-8234, USA
bMarketing Department, San Diego State University, San Diego, CA 92182-8234, USA

Received 18 February 2002; accepted 14 August 2002

Abstract

Recently, we began applying Group support systems (GSS) tools to tasks and groups that are uncharacteristic of the GSS
research literature. Instead of using GSS tools on tasks requiring a solution, a decision, or any threshold consensus measure, we
examined the potential utility that these tools have in the area of marketing research, specifically with focus groups. The results
of an experimental study to validate the use of this technique are presented. The results indicate that GSS can offer improvements
in the areas of, number of comments, focus on the task, and distribution of participation, while not suffering a loss of participant
satisfaction. Additionally the results show some promise that the size of focus groups can be increased through the use of GSS

technology.
© 2002 Elsevier Science B.V. All rights reserved.

Keywords: Focus groups; Group support systems; Impact of technology

1. Introduction

The number of marketing research efforts being
conducted with information technology (IT) support
has increased significantly in recent years. The Internet,
the World Wide Web, and other online technologies,
such as video conferencing, are increasingly being fused
with traditional market research tools to help determine
how the consumer has behaved, or will behave, with
respect to a product or service.

A primary implication of the increased use of
IT-supported market research is that there is additional
value added to the process and/or to the outcomes
from the tools relative to traditional market research
techniques. Usually, the added value is related to the
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process, for example, lower cost of conducting the
research, the ability to include research participants
from different geographic areas, and/or the reduction
in research cycle times [3,19,25,29]. Interestingly, an
important outcome attribute, quality, receives little
mention as one of the value-added attributes bolstering
IT-supported market research. As such, it is not clear
that people adopting these IT-supported processes
actually know that the results of their efforts are at
least comparable in quality to the more traditional,
non-IT processes. For many, the tangible process
benefits, such as lower costs and shortened research
times, sufficiently offset any perceived or real differ-
ences in the less tangible outcome measures, such as
research quality. Others, however, are convinced that
the new computer-supported market research techni-
ques do not compare to the traditional ones [9,20].
One of the more commonly employed methods of
market research, the focus group, arguably leads the
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some of these difficulties, a number of recent studies have pointed to the poten-
tial benefits of using computer technology in such exploratory qualitative
research (Soutar et al., 1996). Making use of computer technology within focus
group sessions is commonly referred to as using a group support systems (GSS)
approach. Since both the traditional focus group approach and the GSS approach
are likely to be of interest to small business researchers, this article describes,
discusses and evaluates each of these approaches within the context of exploring
the motivations (goals) of small and medium enterprise (SME) owner-operators.

The next section of the article provides a brief overview of the traditional focus
group approach followed by a description of the relatively new GSS approach.
We then provide details of a study in which we used the two approaches and our
findings with respect to their relative merits. We conclude with some recommen-
dations for SME researchers contemplating the use of focus groups in
exploratory qualitative research.

Traditional Focus Groups

Focus groups are a popular way to elicit views and perceptions from a potentially
diverse group of individuals. There is no ‘ideal size’ for a focus group, but it is
generally accepted that 8 to 12 is an effective number (Fern, 1982). Although
group members do not normally meet before a session, they typically are selected
because they have an interest in the subject being investigated. Normally several
focus groups are held to ensure that a broad cross-section of views and opinions
are canvassed on the topic of interest. Focus groups are considered to be a useful
tool to generate research hypotheses, test research methods and interpret
research findings (Blackburn and Stokes, 2000).

Focus group sessions can be structured,! or unstructured, depending on the
purpose of the research. The group discussion is led, and controlled, by a facili-
tator whose role it is to: stimulate a free-flowing discussion; help members share
their experiences; elicit the views of all participants; keep group members on
track; and capture responses. Within the focus group, the main idea is to ‘nurture
perceptions and to help members comment, explain, share experiences and form
attitudes together’ (Soutar et al., 1996: 35). Responses are often recorded on
audiotape.

The main advantage of the focus group approach is that a good facilitator can
provoke a free-flowing discussion. Consequently, the resulting group interaction
‘can generate more than the sum of individual inputs’ (Lederman, 1990: 119). It
has also been suggested that participants may feel more comfortable about
sharing their feelings and experiences within a group of peers than in a one-on-
one interview with a researcher(Blackburn and Stokes, 2000).

However, focus groups have a number of potential disadvantages. First, the
group might too quickly agree to the first idea presented in the discussion (‘yea
saying’). Second, the group’s views might be unduly influenced by pressures to
conform, as individuals could be hesitant to express views different to those
normally expected (Blackburn and Stokes, 2000). Third, it is possible for a focus
group session to be dominated by a few assertive individuals, preventing the
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An lllustrative Example

Researchers have long had an interest in the factors that motivate people to start
(and continue) a small business (Arlow and Ackelsberg, 1991; Blackburn and
Stokes, 2000; Cromie and Hayes, 1991; Hunt and Handler, 1999; Naughton, 1987,
VandenHeuvel and Wooden, 1997). However, no accepted scale has been estab-
lished to measure SME owner-operator motivations (objectives),® despite the
many answers such a scale might help to provide. For example, if such an instru-
ment existed, it might help to explain why businesses run by women perform rela-
tively poorly on some quantitative financial measures, even after controlling for
confounding variables such as industry and age of proprietor (Rosa et al., 1996).
As a first step in the process of developing such a scale, we conducted four focus
groups with small business owner-operators to help ‘further our understanding
of the motivations, rationales and experiences of small business owners’ (Black-
burn and Stokes, 2000: 44).

Two of the groups were conducted using a traditional focus group approach
and the other two used GSS technology. The main aim of the sessions was to
determine the objectives that owner-operators felt explained their reasons for
starting and staying in business and to see whether these factors were similar to
those suggested by Kuratko et al. (1997) and Woodliff et al. (1999). The use of
the two approaches allowed us to examine their relative merits as tools in under-
taking SME research.

A total of 16 owner-operators (including 4 female operators) attended the two
traditional focus group sessions and 13 (including 7 females) attended the two
GSS sessions. The same facilitator, who was experienced in running both forms
of focus groups, ran all four sessions. Participants (SME owner-operators) were
drawn from: a Chamber of Commerce directory, a small business incubator, and
a large suburban shopping mall. A wide range of business and entrepreneurial
types was chosen to maximize our chances of capturing all possible aspects to
SME owner-operators’ objectives. While it could be argued that such a deliber-
ately unrepresentative sample limits the generalizability of our findings, it should
be noted that this limitation applies equally to individual interview research
(Blackburn and Stokes, 2000). In any event, the purpose of this study was not to
draw specific conclusions but rather to confirm earlier research by Kuratko et al.
(1997) and Woodliff et al. (1999), prior to developing a set of scales for use by
researchers interested in the motivations of SME owner-operators.

Data was gathered by asking a series of questions that were presented in both
a reflective manner (e.g. ‘why do people enter business?’) and in a more personal
manner (e.g. ‘why did you enter business?’). To check the robustness of the
responses, the questions were posed for three different time frames:

1. At start-up (why did you go into business?).
2. At the present point in time (why do you stay in business?).
3. In the future (what goals do you have for the future?).

Responses were captured on audiotapes for the traditional focus groups. These
were subsequently transcribed by a person who was separate from the research
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Table 2. Participants’ Scoring of ldeas Generated By the Group

What Do You Enjoy Most About Being in Business for Yourself?

GSS Group 1 Average  GSS Group 2 Average
Score Score

Control of my own destiny 25 Making money 29
Happy customers 2.0 Control of my own destiny 1.7
Being my own boss 1.2 The ‘challenge’ 15
Flexibility 11 Achieving 1.2
The ‘challenge’ 11 Being my own boss 11
Achieving 0.9 Flexibility 1.0
To be a leader 05 Social interaction 0.5
Recognition of our achievements 05 Revenge 0.1
Offering employment 0.2

Summary and Conclusions

Consistent with the results of Blackburn and Stokes (2000), we confirm that focus
group studies can usefully add to our knowledge concerning the motivations
(objectives) of SME owners. In this study, two approaches (a traditional focus
group approach and an approach using GSS technology) were used to collect
ideas about the objectives of SME owner-operators. While both approaches were
useful in terms of generating ideas from our target audience, we found that using
the GSS technology resulted in a number of significant benefits compared with
using a more traditional approach. In particular, the anonymity of responses with
the GSS approach ensured that the ideas generated (or issues raised) were deper-
sonalized in the subsequent discussion. This anonymity also seemed to: increase
the quantum of ideas generated; encourage participation from the more timid
members of the group; and reduce the opportunity for forceful personalities to
dominate the outcomes. The GSS technology also ensured that the discussion
was kept ‘on-track’ and removed the opportunity for members to ‘yea say’, or
agree with the first idea presented. Finally, when using the GSS technology, the
facilitator was able to make findings available to the group members immediately
so that clarification, correction and, in particular, some quantitative analysis of
responses, could take place during the session.

The only significant disadvantage with the GSS approach was that the
discussion was less free-flowing as participants were asked to input their ideas on
each question (issue) prior to any discussion taking place. While this may pose a
problem where an in-depth discussion of a particular issue is required, it was not
a problem for this study because our primary interest was in generating as many
ideas as possible.

We suggest, therefore, that where a breadth of ideas is required, making use of
GSS technology is likely to result in a better outcome. However, if a deep under-
standing of clearly developed and well-specified issues is required, we believe that
arelatively unstructured traditional approach is likely to be more useful.® Further,
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