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GROUP INTERVIEWS

Reflective questions

What is the difference between the data collection method used in this case study and a 
focus group interview or formal natural group interview? How do you think any power 
differential in the groups interviewed in this case study might have affected the data 
collected (in both positive and negative ways)?

Why might interviewing children or young people whilst amongst a natural family 
group be possibly limiting?

Feedback

The group would meet and talk together in ordinary life; they are not sampled to repre-
sent any social features; they are recorded by contemporaneous handwritten notes 
rather than a digital or tape-recorder . Both the men’s and the women’s groups may have 
felt more able to speak freely than they would in a mixed group where both groups might 
feel constrained by other gender roles and scripts to which they feel they should adhere; 
on the other hand, mixed groups would have allowed you to gain some insight into the 
taken-for-granted shared views on gender appropriate behaviour. 

The power differential between children and other family members may inhibit them 
in a way that a focus group of self-selecting friends may not. If researching the experi-
ence and understanding of children or teenagers, a setting they might usually be in, e.g. 
school playground or youth group, may be more appropriate. 

Thus, the nature of the group is closely related to the type of data produced and this 
in turn should be selected on the basis of its suitability for answering that particular 
research question/intellectual puzzle.

Advantages of using group interviews
In recent years, various kinds of group interviews have become popular in health 
research to offset some of the disadvantages of one-to-one interviews. In a group 
interview, the researcher ideally has access to the interaction between the participants, 
as well as between the interviewer and interviewed. This, in theory, provides a more 
‘naturalistic’ setting, resembling in some ways the kinds of interaction people might 
have in their everyday lives. In terms of the discussion in Chapter 2 on research 
designs, the focus group can therefore be used in more observational designs. In health 
research this is a real advantage when we want to access not just how people talk to 
each other about health matters, but also how knowledge about health is produced 
and reproduced in ‘natural’ social situations. It can also be an advantage when 
researching workers in health service settings. For instance, interviewing ward staff in 
a group allows the researcher not just to observe who says what, but also who speaks 
most, which kinds of staff dominate, and whose comments are taken seriously. Case 
Study 5.2, from research by Jenny Kitzinger (1990, 1994) on the effect of media mes-
sages about AIDS in the UK, illustrates how the interaction between participants was 
as important a part of the data as the content of what was said.

A further advantage is that some sensitive issues may be more readily discussed 
within group settings. One example is perhaps dissatisfaction with service provision. In 
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GENERATING DATA

Exercises such as the card game were also useful sources of data on the assumptions 
participants made, where their knowledge came from, and for identifying areas of confu-
sion and misinformation. The cards had descriptions of types of people taken from an 
opinion survey of the public, including ‘people who donate blood at a blood donor centre’. 
In the discussion about how at risk this group was, it became clear that many participants 
assumed that the description referred to those who received donated blood, rather than 
the donors. This provides real insight into the meaning of survey results that suggest the 
public misunderstand risk activities. Participants’ interpretations of the health education 
advert were also illuminating for showing how such images can be read in quite different 
ways from those intended by health educators. The advert was intended to persuade 
readers that there was no way of telling by looking at people whether they were HIV-
positive or not – that they looked exactly like other people. In a minority of groups, 
participants read the image as meaning that there was a distinctive ‘look’ of someone 
who was HIV-positive or had AIDS.

Reflective questions

This study combined natural groups with a focussed discussion. What were the main 
advantages to this ‘mix’? 
What might have been the disadvantages? 
How might using ‘props’ benefit or limit the research?

Feedback

Using a natural group allowed a potentially freer discussion of a sensitive topic than a 
group of strangers might. It also allows researchers to study the group norms at work. 

The research, therefore, is analysing the talk at both the level of content and of form 
(see Chapter 9).

The effect of the shared social norms may have been to inhibit group members from 
expressing views that contradicted those norms. 

Using props can really aid the group to focus on the specific research questions of the 
study. It may however limit the range of participants’ talk as it will, by design, restrict 
the focus of topics raised and discussed to those related to the props.

What is and is not sensitive information is of course culturally specific. A discussion 
of knowledge about condoms, HIV risk and AIDS may be sensitive for young women 
in Zimbabwe, but not older women in London, whereas the latter might feel that a 
discussion of household income was too ‘private’ for a focus group.

Naturalism
The methodological strength of group interviews is that they supposedly approximate 
a more ‘natural’ interaction than individual interviews, thus providing the researcher 
with access to how people talk to each other about particular topics. The implication 
is that the researcher will capture some of the advantages of ethnographic research 
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