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Where we are…
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SOC497/L: SOCIOLOGY RESEARCH METHODS

Focus Groups:

Questions, Structure, Evaluation

Ellis Godard

I should…
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1. Wear a tie with 
this shirt

2. Wear this shirt 
every day

3. Ditch the shirt & 
just wear a t-
shirt
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Outline for Today
Orals Presentations Preview

Student Course Evaluations

Focus Groups

 Basic Idea & Examples

 Issues: Structure, Pros, Cons

Lofty Departing Platitudes

Lab: Evaluating Evaluations
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1. Misplace them or throw them away

2. Hold ‘em for a week or 2 after data entry

3. Submit them in lab next week

4. Submit them in lecture in 2 weeks

5. Wrap Christmas presents in them

Q1: What should you do with 
your completed surveys?
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Class Survey Project
Think about the Connections
 See notes from first lecture
 See handout (linked ~~6 times in Canvas)
 See sequence of (connected?) assignments

ONE SURVEY! UNO!
 NOT YOUR OWN!
 NOT SOMEONE ELSE’S!
 NOT PREVIOUS RESEARCH

Presentations
 Count for 4%+ of your grade (see syllabus)
 Evaluations of them count as the last lab
 Instructions & Evaluation Info in Canvas
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Overview of Orals Process
Content
 Should present your research project (min = bivariate hypo)
 Hypo (DV, IV; others?), background, data analysis, results, concs

Grading
 Students observing will grade each presentation
 Five 1-5 scales: Clear? Prepared? Organize? Creative? Profesional?

Order
 First, voluntary order until no volunteers
 Then, systematic sampling (k=?), repeatedly cycling thru roll
 I’ll read each name twice; if you don’t come up, you get a zero
 If all names are called b4 time’s up, we’re done (no more class)
 If there are still volunteers or names to go, we’ll continue in lab
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Guidelines for Presentations
Give us your initials first
Visual aids welcomed, but not required
Summarize “your” project
 Research question?
 Hypothesis/es?
 Variables?
 Statistical methods?
 Findings?
 Conclusions?
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Guidelines for Evaluating
You will grade each other, on 5 criteria:
 Clarity

 Did you understand what they were doing? Did they?

 Prepared
 Are they winging it? reading it? Or did they plan ahead for this?

 Organized
 Is there a clear introduction, body, & conclusion?

Or just random pieces and you can’t follow what they’re doing?

 Creative
 Is it an interesting research question, and/or addressed in an interesting way, 

and/or presented interestingly? … Or booo-ring?

 Professional
 Do they use stats? The right ones? & interpret them completely? correctly?

See the handout on Canvas for that & other info
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Evaluating Evaluations
You’re about to do a course evaluation
 It serves it’s purpose, so do the thing
 But it’s a research tool, taking measurements

You’re now trained to think critically about it
 You should be able to evaluate them, see problems 

with them, and image how you would do it, if you 
were in charge

For today’s lab, you will be in charge, re-
designing the evaluation to make it better
 So, while you do it, think about what you’ll measure 

instead, and how, and (most importantly) for whom
SOC497 @ CSUN w/ Ellis Godard 16
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Idea Structure LabsAdmin Orals Evals Idea Issues Labs
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http://www.csun.edu/sef

6 5 4 310 9 8 7 2 1

Time’s up!
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Evaluations are Measurements
Evaluation Research is a thing
 See 2nd lecture & chapter 1
 Required in many grants
 May be part of your job

Student vs Peer evaluations
 Each involves research – each question is a variable
 Faculty get descriptive stats (mean, median, range, std. dev)
 But who is the data for?

 Not students, parents, politicians, public, other depts/schools, etc.

 And what does it measure?
 You’re asked if the instructor knows the material?

 Who should get the data – & what do they want to know?
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Basic Idea of Focus Groups
Like surveys or interviews, but
 Multiple respondents simultaneously

 Typically 12-15 in one room

 Best is 7 plus researcher and assistant?
 Usually don’t know each other

 Relatively unstructured
 “Guided group discussions”
 informal and open-ended, but overall path or goal
 Some are more structured; others are more self-managed

 your lab is a bit of both

 Often more than one group
 So multiple discussions, rather than individual respondents (as on surveys)
 Typically vary demographically (and organized that way)
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Purpose: When to use them
Esp. used in marketing & political research
 Purpose is usually exploration, not explanation
 Babbie says not descriptive, though might be (ch.9, pp 248-249)

Often temporary, for a specific goal
 Often crisis- or fad-driven
 Policy drafts
 Task forces & committees

May be part of a larger process
 Stakeholder buy-in

 Building relationships w/i & beyond organization
 Evaluation preparations

 Inc. conceptualization

Great for exploratory research RE complex issues…
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Example (Szafran #22)
Early AIDS research

 interviewing challenges
Previous research about sexual behaviors

 but not about the dynamics in which occurs
Previous focus groups showed feasibility of 
using them to talk about risk behaviors
Organized groups to discuss the issues, and 
found 4 broad themes:

1. judgements about riskiness of partners
2. assessments of personal risk
3. reasons for unsafe sex, &
4. beliefs about condoms
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Other Examples
Political organizations (campaigns, PACs, etc.)
 Theme, design, etc. of a PSA or campaign ad
 Reactions to ongoing events

Agencies (e.g. campus police department)
 to help determine student needs for safety & security
 to begin understanding student expectations for use of programs 

and services

Companies
 Product development
 Naming of products
 Price points
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Structure: How to Organize One
Not a random sample
 Participants usually don’t represent any meaningful population
 Often homogenous, on some characteristic or behavior

 E.g. those w/ specific health concerns, ethnicity, product pref., etc.
 Aim for diversity, but don’t achieve representativeness

Number of groups varies
 Not limit, though oft only one (esp. if on short notice)

 Risks sample bias 
 More than one better

 May be a replication over a few groups, or
 Might systematically vary each convened group

 Minimum might vary by topic?
 5 on homeless vets
 18 on BWL women
 52 on media’s role in educating the public about HIV risk factors
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Q2: How many focus groups should 
you hold on a topic?
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1. You never need 
more than 1

2. The stats are messy 
for more than 3

3. Solomon said that 
you need a four-
group comparison

4. There is no logical 
limit; some studies 
need more than 
others

5. None of the above
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Advantages of Focus Groups
Practical
 Relatively low cost
 Speedy results
 Good for Rs who would likely decline 1-to-1 IVs

Methodological
 Flexible
 Good to develop IV items for later study
 High face validity
 Can highlight issues and concerns neglected by other methods 

(eg questionairres), including depth/breadth

Ontological: real-life data?
 “plural voices”
 questionable - somewhat artificial
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Q3: Which is not an advantage?
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1. They are relatively quick and cheap

2. They entail high face validity

3. They require special skills

4. They’re more comforting for some Rs

5. None of these are advantages
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Team Racing Scores

1.67
Ditch the shirt 
& just wear a 1.47

Wear a tie with 
this shirt 2.14

Wear this shirt 
every day
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Practical Problems
Requires special skills
 communicative, organizational, leadership

Some Rs get smothered
Difficult to assemble groups
 esp. good ones

Need conducive environment
 Quiet, pleasant, well lit, etc.

Better equipped, better results
 Room, a/v equipment, conference-style seating, 

easels/boards, waiting areas
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Methodological Problems
Confidentiality problem
 Can have agreement included w/ consent form, but 

cant monitor compliance
Private matters better measured in 1-on-1 or self-admin
Polarization effect
 Attitudes may become more extreme via discussion

Less control (statistical, sampling, etc.)
Difficult to analyze / Limited generalizability
 Inappropriate to analyze frequencies w/i specific 

categories b/c group setting
 Instead, extract & interpret descriptive statements;

look for themes, & organize quotations into categories
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1. Good for developing buy-in

2. Good for pre-evaluation exploration

3. Often crisis-driven & temporary

4. They can be quick & cheap

5. They usually include random samples

Q4: What’s not true about 
focus groups? 
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Lab Continuity Notes
Previous labs
 Designing survey questions to ask others
 To be used in a structured format

 Questions & Answers in same order for everyone
 Mostly closed-ended questions (responses listed)

Today’s lab, two aspects
 Focus group questions are partly unstructured

 Open-ended, loose order

 But will ultimately construct structured survey
 A student evaluation instrument that we’ll use later

Ahem, camera, Ellis….
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Lab Exercise
You will be conducting a focus group … sorta
 You’ll critically evaluate existing student course evaluations,

and then create questions for a new one
There’s a handout in Canvas, but you don’t need it
 Email me the answers to your questions, and the questions (that 

are part of your answers), like you did for the survey
 Also like the survey, I’ll combine all questions I receive into one 

large course evaluation, which I’ll post online in a week or two
3 Key questions – the only ones I need answers to:
 Who is the evaluation data for?
 What matters to them?
 How do you measure that?
Larger groups okay – 1 secretary for every 3 students
Email me your questions (formatted!!), just like lab 14
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Q5. Which one is me?

1. 1st 

2. 2nd

3. 3rd

4. 4th
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Team Scores
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Points Team Points Team
4.14 Wear this shirt 

ever...
3.67 Ditch the shirt & 

ju...
3.38 Wear a tie with 

this...
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