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Agenda
Part 1: Choosing a method
● Strengths and challenges of focus groups and interviews

Part 2: Running the session
● Organizing and ensuring a smooth focus group or interview
● Navigating potential issues
● Ethical considerations

Part 3: Data analysis
● Preparing your data
● Data coding
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What brought you to today’s session?

Copyright-Only Dedication/Public Domain Certification
Source:https://www.piqsels.com/en/public-domain-photo-zbgeo/download/375x667 

https://www.piqsels.com/en/public-domain-photo-zbgeo/download/375x667
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Part 1: Choosing a method

Copyright-Only Dedication/Public Domain Certification
Source:https://pixabay.com/illustrations/people-businessman-businesswoman-3402393/ 

https://pixabay.com/illustrations/people-businessman-businesswoman-3402393/
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Deciding on a method
It is important to think carefully about what data collection 
method will best help you get information to answer your 
questions. Consider:

● Your research/evaluation questions
● What evidence/data do you need to answer your 

questions?
● Resources and timeline
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Why do focus groups or interviews?

● There is a research/evaluation question that involves 
complexity/depth 

● An opportunity to gather reflections/feedback/insights on 
specific topics

● Your project would benefit from descriptions, examples, 
stories (narratives)

Tensions around qualitative data:

● Small sample size: is it really analyzable? Is it “data”? Is it 
generalizable?

● Objectivity, validity and replicability
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Strengths and challenges of focus groups
Strengths
● Can gather data from more people than 1:1 interviews
● Reveals social interactions and allows for social discussions 

(e.g., consensus/agreement or disagreement on topics)

Challenges
● Power hierarchy can leave out certain voices (social coercion)
● Lack of anonymity because sharing in a group

○ Sensitive topics may not be shared
● Data analysis



9

Strengths and challenges of interviews
Strengths
● Allows for introspective, personal experiences of a participant

● Especially useful if you have concerns that participant might 
be inhibited to share if others are present

● Space for honest responses / conversations with participants

Challenges
● Power hierarchy can be intimidating for some participants (may 

not be willing to share certain information)

● Time intensive - may need several interviews before research 
question is addressed

● Limited data

● Data analysis
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Part 2: Running the session 

Public Domain Certification
Source:https://pixabay.com/illustrations/interview-conversation-sitting-2071228/ 

https://pixabay.com/illustrations/interview-conversation-sitting-2071228/
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Organizing focus groups and interviews
● Recruitment

○ Clearly explain why this work is being done to promote 
interest in participating

○ A direct invitation addressed to potential participants 
makes it feel personal

○ Identify an ideal timeline based on your 
research/evaluation question(s)
■ Avoid busy times (e.g., midterms, finals)
■ Offer multiple time options

○ Offer the right incentives (e.g. gift cards, refreshments)

● Location
○ Virtual vs in person
○ Book a room close to participants
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Organizing focus groups and interviews
● Logistics

○ Number of sessions vs number of participants in each session
○ Duration: no longer than 60 min
○ Participant groupings can impact the conversation

● Prepare
○ A well-thought protocol that speaks directly to your research 

questions
○ Number of questions depends on number of participants and 

session length
○ Probes in case people are shy to talk

● Facilitation
○ Record session and take notes
○ Two facilitators, when possible
○ Be mindful of ethics and power dynamics
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Ensuring a smooth session

● Before the session:
○ Always book the room for at least 15 minutes before and 

after the session (if in person)
○ Confirm with participants 24 hours prior, make sure the 

room number and time are clearly communicated
○ Don’t panic if only 1-2 participants show up

■ Cancelling it won’t be fair to those who may have had to 
commute far to get to campus, cancel other plans, etc.
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Ensuring a smooth session
● During the session:

○ Go over the project goals, the purpose of the session and 
how data will be used

○ Be transparent about your role in the project

○ Offer opportunities to ask questions

○ Inform session will be recorded

○ Conducting interviews or focus groups online
■ Privacy considerations

● After the session:
○ Offer chance to connect with you if they have anything else 

to share or want to review
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Navigating potential issues
● Stick to the script – the questions, not the order necessarily

● Don’t be afraid to redirect participants back to the questions
○ Ask for clarification and examples as needed

● Overly chatty participants vs timids and introverts
○ Make sure all voices get heard

○ Invite everyone to speak; provide name tags if in person

● Don’t talk too much! Let participants do the talking
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Principles of Research Ethics

Sample consent forms: https://isotl.ctlt.ubc.ca/resources/resource-hub/
Guide for deciding if you need to pursue institutional ethics:  https://isotl.ctlt.ubc.ca/breb-application/ 

CC BY-SA 3.0
Source: https://www.picpedia.org/chalkboard/e/ethics.html 

https://isotl.ctlt.ubc.ca/resources/resource-hub/
https://isotl.ctlt.ubc.ca/breb-application/
https://www.picpedia.org/chalkboard/e/ethics.html
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Principles of research ethics

● Voluntary participation, informed consent
○ Explain purpose openly and honestly
○ Provide opportunities to ask questions

● Confidentiality and anonymity
○ Personal information stays confidential
○ Only the facilitator will know actual names, be clear that 

identifying info not be publically reported
○ Keep recordings on a password protected computer and/or 

UBC supported storage (e.g., One Drive)
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Part 3: Data analysis

CC Public Domain Source: https://pxhere.com/en/photo/1567615 

https://pxhere.com/en/photo/1567615
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Analyzing your data

● Prepare your dataset for analysis
○ Transcription vs notes

● Data coding
○ Inductive: develop themes based on the data
○ Deductive: use a developed codebook and apply these 

themes to the data

● Thematic coding is a common approach to focus group and 
interview data – it asks: What are the common threads in the 
data? What are the common themes emerging?

● Narrative analysis helps identify larger themes from the data - 
focuses on stories

● Discourse analysis explores language in context, culture and 
society and power relations
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Data tools
● NVivo

○ A good management system for organizing files and codes
○ But the codes come from you (human-generated)!

● Excel is also a great tool for organizing qualitative data
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Resources
● Focus group and Interviews handout (PDF)
● Browse SoTL tips and resources
● Articles on common SoTL methodologies

● Davies, M. B. (2007). Doing a successful research project: Using 
qualitative or quantitative methods. New York: Palgrave/Macmillan.

● Krueger, R.A. & Casey, M.A. (2009). Focus groups: A practical guide 
for applied research. Los Angeles: Sage.

● Lodico, M.G., Spaulding, D.T., & Voegtle, K.H. (2006) Methods in 
educational research: From theory to practice. San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass.

● Lofland, J. & Lofland, Lyn H. (2004). Analysing social situations: A 
guide to qualitative observation and analysis. London: Wadsworth

● McKinney, K. (2007). Enhancing learning through the scholarship of 
teaching and learning: The challenges and joys of juggling. San 
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

https://isotl.sites.olt.ubc.ca/files/2017/02/interviews-focus-groups.pdf
https://isotl.ctlt.ubc.ca/resources/resource-hub/
https://isotl.ctlt.ubc.ca/resources/sotl-literature/


22

Thank you!

Adriana Briseño-Garzón: adriana.briseno@ubc.ca
Trish Varao-Sousa: trish.varao-sousa@ubc.ca


