THE USE OF GROUP SUPPORT SYSTEMSIN FOCUS GROUPS:
INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY MEETSQUALITATIVE RESEARCH

Esther E. Klein’
Department of Business Computer Information Systems/Quantitative Methods
Zarb School of Business
Hofstra University
211 Weller Hall
Hempstead, NY 11549, USA
Telephone: 516 - 463 - 4529
FAX: 516-463-4834
e-mail: eklein9@aol.com
OR

acseek@hofstra.edu

Thomas Tellefsen
Department of Business (Marketing)
Graduate Center and College of Staten Island, City University of New Y ork
2800 Victory Boulevard, Room #3N — 211
Staten Island, NY 10314, USA

Paul J. Her skovitz
Department of Business (Law)
College of Staten Island, City University of New York
2800 Victory Boulevard, Room #3N — 206
Staten Island, NY 10314, USA

" Corresponding author


mailto:eklein9@aol.com
mailto:acseek@hofstra.edu

The Use of Group Support Systemsin Focus Groups: Information Technology M eets
Qualitative Research

Abstract

This paper explores focus groups supported by group support systems (GSS) with
anonymous interaction capability in two configurations: same time/ same place and same time/
different place. After reviewing the literature, we compare and contrast these anonymity-featured
GSS-supported focus groups with traditional focus groups and discuss their benefits and
limitations. We suggest directions for future research concerning GSS-supported focus groups
with respect to technological implications (typing skills and connection speeds), national culture
(high and low context; power distance), and lying behavior (adaptation of model of Hancock,
Thom-Santelli, and Ritchie [2004], whereby lying is a function of three design factors:

synchronicity, recordability, and distributedness).

Keywords. Anonymity; Computer-mediated communication (CMC); Focus groups; Group

support systems (GSS); Marketing research; Qualitative research.

1. Introduction

Advances in information technology (IT) and research in computer-supported
cooperative work (CSCW)! have drastically transformed intellectual teamwork, a staple of
today’ s business environment. In fact, collaborative software has been “identified as an emerging

area of importance that will change business practices’ (Veverka, 2004, p. T2; see also McGrath

! Kline and McGrath (1999, p. 265) have described CSCW thus: “ The focus of this field is how technology affects
groups that work together — often with groups located in different places and time zones — with the goal of
enhancing that work.”



& Berdahl, 1998, p. 205). According to Jones and Kochtanek (2004, p, 2), “[c]ollaborative
technologies can enable people in distributed environments to work together seamlessly

"2 Such progress is a welcome development as

irrespective of location, time or functional area.
contemporary organizational life is characterized by cognitive work increasingly being
conducted in groups because groups “have more resources than do single individuals, and
therefore the potential for highly effective performance is very much present in most groups’
(Hackman & Kaplan, 1974, p. 461).

However, group interaction is not without its drawbacks, which include “limited amount
of time for presenting individual ideas (air fragmentation), domination by one member,
reluctance to express ideas due to fear of public speaking or due to evaluation apprehension ...

[and] normative influence” (Klein, 2003, pp. 92-93). Moreover, research has indicated “that

more than half the time spent in meetings is wasted” (Vreede, Davison, & Briggs, 2003, p. 96).

1.1. Group support systems

In order to overcome the problems inherent in group work, various group support systems
(GSS), aso referred to as groupware (e.g., see Morison, 2004, pp. 137-140), have been designed
to assist groups with their intellectual tasks. GSS is an interactive networked computer
information system, consisting of software and hardware, that structures, supports, and facilitates
group interaction, thereby potentially enhancing intellectual collaborative work, such as issue
discussion, idea generation, problem solving, and decision making (Klein, 2000; Klein, Clark, &
Herskovitz, 2003; Klein & Dologite, 2000; Kline & McGrath, 1999; Nunamaker, Briggs,

Mittleman, & Vogel, 1996/1997; see also Ackermann & Eden, 1994; Adkins, Shearer,

2 Jones and K ochtanek (2004, p, 2) have observed that “[b]y sharing a common goal in a networked environment,
virtual teams can create synergistic relationships and quality output via collaborative knowledge sharing.”



Nunamaker, Romero, & Simcox, 1998; Bastress & Harbaugh, 2003, p. 131; Zigurs & Buckland,
1998; Zigurs, Buckland, Connolly, & Wilson, 1999). “The benefit of using GSS stems from
three principle features of the technology: anonymity of participation, parallel communication,
and group memory” (Reinig & Megjias, 2003, p. 1).

GSS “alows a group of users to collaborate electronically, sharing and updating a
common database while allowing for intergroup communications’ (Ullrick, 2000, p. 11; see also
Ahalt, 2000, p. 1159; Hopkins, 1998, p. 96, note 5). Vreede, Davison, and Briggs (2003, p. 96)
have described GSS thus. “With GSS, people share, organize, and evaluate concepts, make
decisions, and plan for action. GSS users may work face-to-face or across the globe. Their
contributions, anonymous or identified, are available for later recal [via group memory
embodied in transcript].”

By alowing parallel communication, GSS permits group members to input their
comments simultaneously. Rodgers, Dean, and Nunamaker (2004, p. 3) have explained the
advantages of parallel communication thus:

GSS allows people to work in parallel and to see the contributions of others

(group memory). In contrast with manual face-to-face meetings where only one

person can speak at atime and other participants listen and wait until the speaker

is finished, GSS makes parallel communication possible by allowing participants

to type comments at the same time into a shared electronic workspace.

The capability for group members contributions to be unidentified, referred to as GSS
anonymity, is a key feature in many implementations of GSS and confers a number of

advantages:



With the anonymity component of a GSS, the fear of embarrassment, social

disapproval, and the sanction of an ill-received remark may be greatly reduced.

Anonymity thus enables group members to speak freely and contribute ideas

openly and honestly without fear of direct reprisals, especially when participants

feel concerned about their personal or professional security. In addition,

anonymity promotes the honest, objective evaluation of contributions based solely

on the merit of the idea and not the author. Consequently, participants should

generate, and better evaluate, more ideas and make better decisions. (Wilson &

Jessup, 1995, pp. 212-213)

Although GSS first emerged two decades ago (Klein, 2003; Vreede & Bruijn, 1999;
Vreede, Jones, & Mgaya, 1998/1999) and has been adopted by an increasing number of
organizations (Dennis & Garfield, 2003; see also Briggs, Nunamaker, & Sprague, 1997/1998), it
is only recently that a number of researchers (e.g., see Clapper & Massey, 1996; Debreceny,
Putterill, Tung, & Gilbert, 2002; Easton, Easton, & Belch, 2003; Franklin & Lowry, 2001; Jones
& Miller, 1997; Klein, 2002, 2003; Kontio, Lehtola, & Bragge, 2004; Parent, Gallupe, Salisbury,
& Handelman, 2000; Soutar, Whiteley, & Callan, 1996; Sweeney, Soutar, Hausknecht, Dallin, &
Johnson, 1997) have attempted to expand the domain of GSS to qualitative research by calling
for or endorsing the adoption of GSS to support focus groups, which are moderator-led
interactive discussion groups (see below). An aim of this paper is to advance these efforts by

reviewing the literature and suggesting directions for future research.

1.2. Traditional focus groups



Social scientists and market researchers have used a variety of qualitative research
methods, including focus groups (Bruseberg & McDonagh-Philp, 2002; McDonagh-Philp,
Denton, & Bruseberg, 2000), in order to help them “understand people and the social and
cultural contexts within which they live” (Myers, 1997, 8§ 3, 1 4). Qualitative research methods
“are those in which the observed data exist in a nonnumerical form, such as reports of
conversations in participant-observer research and ethnographic research” (Rosnow & Rosenthal,
1999, p. 81), and “involve a small number of respondents who provide descriptive information
on their thought and feelings not easily projected to the whole population” (Dillon, Madden, &
Firtle, 1987, p. 131). “[T]he goals of qualitative research involve understanding a phenomenon
from the point of view of the participants’ (Kaplan & Maxwell, 1994, p. 47). Seeking the answer
to the question “why,” qualitative research potentially offers “fascinating insights into consumer
behavior” (Hanson & Kysar, 1999, p. 1432). According to Henderson:

All of qualitative market research is based on the ‘why premise.’ Our goal isto

understand why customers do or don’'t buy something, why they like or don't like

an ad, why they haven't changed their style of eye makeup since 1957, and so

forth. (Henderson & Langer, 2003, p. 52)

Zaltman (2003, p. 15) has encapsulated the importance of obtaining the answer to the “why”
guestion thus:

[K]nowing that [italics in original] customers prefer a container that has a round

shape rather than a square shape is important. Knowing why [italics in original]

they prefer this shape is even more important, because it may suggest a desirable

configuration that is neither round nor square.



“Perhaps [the] most commonly used and well-known” qualitative research method
(Hanson & Kyser, 1999, p. 1433), the focus group interview is atechnique in which a researcher,
referred to as a moderator, conducts a one- to two-hour depth interview with a group of 6 to 12
participants drawn from a target population (Krueger, 1988, p. 27; Morgan, 1997, p. 43; Rubin &
Rubin, 1995, p. 140). (Hereinafter, we will use “researcher” and “moderator” interchangeably.)
The moderator attempts to create a highly synergistic environment in which participants openly
share their perceptions (Clapper & Massey, 1996; see also Rubin & Rubin, 1995, p. 140; Van
Ryzin & Lado, 1999, p. 2567), build on each others' ideas, and jointly develop new insights
(Calder, 1977).2 In this way, the moderator attempts to develop a deeper understanding of the
issue and to see it from the participants perspective (Krueger & Casey, 2000). Hendler (1999)
has described the process thus:

[T]he researcher assembles a small number of individuals to engage in a wide-

ranging conversation about a specific topic. The group leader has a protocol for

guiding the conversation, but the participants themselves may take the
conversation in directions not anticipated by the researcher and may offer detailed
examples to support their statements that suggest still other areas of questioning.

(p. 714)

This technique was developed in the 1930's in response to social scientists

dissatisfaction with the traditional method of conducting depth interviews with one subject at a

3 Bruseberg and McDonagh-Philp (2001, p. 436) have thus defined focus groups:

Focus groups are a purposefully selected assembly of individuas to take part in a group
discussion. A moderator (a chairperson or “facilitator”) leads the group through a number of topics
and activities. The group concentrates on a particular set of issues or concerns. It relies on a
common interest between the participants — because the synergy between the discussion
contributors provides data through sharing and comparing knowledge, rather than individua
questioning.



time, which cast the participant in a passive role of simply answering questions. As an
alternative, some social scientists began to interview several respondents simultaneously, thereby
enabling the participants to play a more active role as they engaged in an open discussion on the
topic. This focus group technique was initially used to test the effect of radio broadcasting on
consumers and then to study morale issues during the Second World War. Commercial
researchers in the 1950's started using focus groups to study a wide range of marketing issues
(Rook, 2003). By the 1980’'s, academic researchers were using the technique not only for
marketing research but also for areas such as organizational behavior, sociology, and political
science (Krueger & Casey, 2000; Morgan, 1997).

In the past decade, focus groups have continued to grow in popularity. In 2001,
commercial researchers spent $300 million conducting over 100,000 focus groups (O’ Connell,
2002). “The brainchild of the social sciences and the favorite stepchild of marketing research —
the focus group method of inquiry — has found increasing favor in all areas of research”
(Franklin & Lowry, 2001, p. 169). For example, focus groups have been used to study consumer
needs and preferences (Cowan, 2004, p. 390, note 243; Durgee, 1987), new products ideas (Fern,
1982), advertising campaigns (Szybillo & Berger, 1979), school curricula (Hendershott &
Wright, 1993), and “the public’s reaction to proposed names to replace [a company’s current

name]” (Citigroup Inc. v. City Holding Co., 2003).* According to Lichtenstein and Swatman

* Recently, Zaltman (2003, p. 122) has cautioned that focus groups may be “misused” in consumer research,
suggesting that they are appropriate in some situations and “contraindicated” in others:

Like every research method, focus groups do have a place in the research toolbox. For example,
they can provide feedback on the attractiveness of an existing product design and ease of product
use. Contrary to conventional wisdom, they are not effective when devel oping and evaluating new
product ideas, testing ads, or eval uating brand images.

Similarly, Wellner (2003, p. 31), posing and answering the question “Whither online focus groups?,” has observed:



(2003, p. 209), “[o]rganisations also use focus groups to investigate their customers’ beliefs,
attitudes and perceptions about current business policies, programmes and services.”  Tria
attorneys, as part of their case preparation, use focus group as an aid “in uncovering the jury’s
perceptions’ concerning particular issues or witnesses (Ratcliff, 2002, pp. 45-46; see also,
Giannelli, 2004, p. 1370, note 427; Green, 2004, p. 517, note 56; Hays & Eaton, 2004).°
Academic researchers also make regular use of the focus group technique. In fact, focus groups
now appear in more than 100 academic articles each year as researchers use them as both a
primary and supplemental method of research (Morgan, 1997; see also McDonagh-Philp &

Bruseberg, 2000).

1.2.1. Benefits of traditional focus groups

There are several reasons for the popularity of focus groups. Firstly, focus groups build
on the potential for individuals to think synergistically in a group setting. As participants
interact, they feed off each other’s ideas, potentially creating a snowballing effect and enabling
them to develop new insights that they might not have been able to develop independently
(Catterall & Maclaran, 1998; Dreachdlin, 1998; Montell, 1999; Parent et al., 2000). For
example, researchers have used this approach to identify consumer needs and desires that the
participants could not conceptualize or articulate until they worked in a group setting (Ulwick,

2002).

In gauging respondents emotional reaction to a product or an advertisng campaign — one of the
key goals of qualitative research — focus groups that were assembled online were never as
effective as those that met in person. However, online groups were particularly well suited to
examining Web-based business.

® “[Focus groups can reveal the strengths and weaknesses of the respective positions, the potential value of the case,
aswell asthe probability of wining or losing” (Ratcliff, 2002, p. 40).



Secondly, by allowing researchers to discover the consumer’s everyday, subjective
experiences with a product (Calder, 1977), focus groups can be used for phenomenological
research, whereby phenomena are described from the actor’s perspective. Focus groups, then,
can enable researchers to view a topic from the consumer’s point of view (Ulwick, 2002) and to
understand the language that consumers use to describe those experiences (Szybillo & Berger,
1979). Thirdly, focus groups can provide a window for observing how social interactions may
affect consumer attitudes and guide consumer behavior. By observing social interactions within
focus groups, researchers can gain insights into how such interaction effects may occur in the
marketplace (Schindler, 1992). Fourthly, because of their flexibility, focus groups can provide a
useful forum for exploring broadly defined issues and identifying sub-components or antecedents
that might not come to light with more directed research techniques (Calder, 1977).

Finally, the moderator of a focus group will have access to “the nonverbal nuances and
emotional content that are reflected in voice patterns (vocal cues, such as pitch, rate, loudness,
and tone), body movement, eye contact, and other physical gestures’ (Klein et al., 2003, p. 363).
According to Franklin and Lowry (2001, p. 170), “[d]uring a focus group session, the researcher
can match nonverbal and verbal cuesto develop a profile of a respondent’s attitude.” Such cues

supply context to focus group participants comments.

1.2.2. Limitations of traditional focus groups

Despite these advantages, traditional focus groups also face several drawbacks. One
significant hurdle is cost. The expenses for a traditional focus group usually include the
moderator’s salary, travel expenses, rental of the research facility, payments to participants, tape

production expenses, and transcription fees (Clapper & Massey, 1996). In atypical commercial
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study involving twelve focus groups (three in each of four geographic regions), these expenses
can add up to $100,000, with travel accounting for approximately one third of the cost (Seidler,
2003).

Another problem associated with traditional focus groups is the difficulty of assembling
the participants in one central location. Some potential participants may not be able to travel,
while others may feel that their time is too valuable to be willing to do so without a considerable
inducement (Morgan, 1997). Concerning the latter, the primary obstacle for such individuals is
money (see Tuckel, Leppo, & Kaplan, 1992). Thus, researchers must pay approximately $25 to
$250 per respondent (Morgan, 1997; O’ Connell, 2002).

There are also group dynamics that can inhibit the behavior of participants in atraditional
focus group. When individuals are in a focus group social setting, they may be unwilling to
openly discuss sensitive or persona issues (Morgan, 1997), they may be affected by self-
presentational concerns (socia desirability effect), and they may want to maintain a certain
image with the other members of the group even though they may never see them again. Thus,
traditional focus group participants may respond in a socially desirable manner that does not
reflect their true feelings (Wooten & Reed, 2000). For example, focus groups participants often
respond negatively to advertisements in which a company makes disparaging comparisons with
its competitors because they do not want to admit to the group that they approve of
advertisements that are boastful or derogatory (Felten, 2000). However, these types of
advertisements are extremely effective in the marketplace. Lichtenstein and Swatman (2003, p.
209) have summarized and listed the major drawbacks of traditional focus groups thus:

limited generalisability due to the small number of people participating, together

with the possibility that these participants may not be a representative sample;

11



their inadequacy for forming conclusive opinions and yes/no decision-making; the
significant effect of the moderator, who must maintain control of the forum so
that forceful personalities do not sway the group, and in order that the timid and
polite get a chance to speak up; the tendency for participants to “play into the
hands of the researcher” by agreeing with ideas that they may not believe in
reality; and the insufficiency of this research method when employed as the sole

source of data.

1.3. Group diversity: Weakness and strength

Diversity within a traditional focus group can be both a source of weakness and
strength. In assembling a focus group, researchers need to decide upon the degree of diversity
among the participants. Such diversity represents “the full range of human similarity and
differences in group affiliation including gender, race/ethnicity, social class, role within an
organization, age, religion, sexua orientation, physical ability, and other group identities’
(Dreachdlin, 1998, p. 813). A high degree of diversity can inhibit group discussion. If there are
wide gaps in the socioeconomic backgrounds or lifestyles of the participants, such participants
may feel uncomfortable being completely open, thereby intentionally limiting their contributions
or adjusting their answers to meet perceived group expectations (Montoya-Weiss, Massey, &
Clapper, 1998). Similarly, when a focus group consists of both men and women, differences in
gender-related communication styles can stifle communication, and, in particular, constrain the
input of women (Tannen, 1995). The same pattern can occur when the focus group is comprised

of individuals from different cultures that have significantly different communication standards.

12



In such a case, the cultural norms of the different members may clash and cause some members
to withdraw from participation (Dreachslin, 1998).

Because of the aforementioned potential problems, it has been standard practice to create
focus groups that are homogeneous (Montoya-Weiss et al., 1998). Researchers may divide the
pool of potential participants by variables such as gender, race, age, and social class and attempt
to create groups with similar demographics. Such homogeneity can reduce the potential for
interaction biases (Morgan, 1997) and increase participant comfort (Krueger & Casey, 2000). It
can also foster a sense of kinship and trust within the group and increase the members
willingness to discuss sensitive issues (Madriz, 1998).

If the target population is diverse, then the researchers may create a series of different
focus groups, each of which contains members from one subset of the population. In this way,
the researchers can maintain homogeneity within each group, and can compare the results
between groups to determine if there are any significant topic-related differences between the
different subsets (Krueger & Casey, 2000). However, such homogenization of groups can miss
the potential benefits of diversity (Dreachslin, 1998). In general, more diverse groups have
richer interactions because the greater variety of backgrounds, experiences, and perceptions
enable such groups to consider a broader range of ideas and develop more creative synergies
(Montoya-Weliss et al., 1998, p. 715). A diversified focus group may have more extensive
discussions as participants attempt to explain their views and opinions to other group members
who have not heard such perspectives before (Bates, 1999). In addition, a diversified focus group
can perform complex tasks more effectively than a homogeneous group (Clapper & Massey,

1996). Thus, if researchers can find a way to overcome the interaction problems created by
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diversity, thiswould enable them to create focus groups that are more internally diverse, and that

would be able to benefit from more productive sessions.

2. GSS-Supported Focus Groups

A number of researchers have attempted to overcome these challenges by using GSS to
enhance traditional focus groups and create opportunities for new types of focus groups (e.g., see
Clapper & Massey, 1996; Parent et al., 2000; Soutar et al., 1996; Sweeney et al., 1997). Inusing
computer-mediated communication (CMC), GSS-supported focus groups hold much promise
because its potential benefits “include lower cost, no travel expenses, automatic capture of the
discussion data, and the ability to reach remote populations for participation” (Underhill &
Olmsted, 2003, p. 506). Moreover, in a study comparing information quantity and quality in
traditional and computer-mediated focus groups, Underhill and Olmsted have found no
significant differences between the two conditions.

There are four possible configurations of GSS and, hence, of GSS-supported focus
groups. same time/ same place; same time/ different place; different time/ same place; and
different time/different place. This paper is limited to exploring the first two configurations,
referred to collectively as synchronous focus groups, for it is only in these configurations that
there can be an “in-depth exploration of a topic within a group dynamic” (Franklin & Lowry,
2001, p.181). By contrast, asynchronous focus groups (different time/ same place; different time/
different place), which can be conducted via e-mail, online bulletin boards, or chat rooms (see
Franklin & Lowry, 2001; see also Aoki, 1999; Burton & Bruening, 2003; Downes-Le Guin,
Kendall, & Gupta, 2002; Lim & Tan, 2001; Ngwenya & Keim, 2001; Rezabek, 2000; Walston &

Lissitz, 2000), lack the real-time interaction of group members and the resultant synergistic
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group dynamics that are the essence of focus groups as traditionally defined.® In fact,
asynchronous focus groups resemble nominal and Delphi groups, where “interaction among
members is minimized or nonexistent” (Frey & Fontana, 1993, p. 31, see also Bainbridge, 2002,
pp. 23-24; Foer, 2003, pp. 41-42; Menkel-Meadow, 2001, p. 123; Mixon & Otto, 1994, p. 451,
note 215; Neiger, Barnes, Thackeray, & Lindman, 2001, p. 113; Seielstad, 2002, p. 505, note
183; Young, Pittman, & Spengler, 2004, pp. 3-6).

When GSS is implemented in a traditional focus group setting (same time/ same place),
the participants still gather around a table and are guided by a moderator, but rather than discuss
their ideas ordly, the participants interact electronically. Each participant sits in front of a
computer terminal. As the moderator prompts the group with questions or comments, the
participants type their thoughts into the system. Their entries appear on all the individual
participants screens and/or on one large central screen in the room (see Sweeney et al., 1997).
As GSS has the capability for anonymous interaction, these entries may be displayed without
identifying the contributors.

An alternative approach is to conduct a GSS-supported focus group with the participants
in different locations (same time/different place). Because the interactions are all electronic,
there is no need for the participants to be in visual or auditory contact. Such a focus group can

“meet” electronically over the Internet or other network (e.g., Intranet, Extranet, LAN), with the

® The key characteristic of a focus group, as traditionally conceived, liesin the synergistic interaction of the group
participants. According to Montoya-Weiss, Massey, and Clapper (1998, p. 713), “[t]he functiona efficacy of afocus
group grows out of the spontaneity and synergy of the group dynamic.” Similarly, Franklin and Lowry (2001, pp.
180-181) have observed that “the value of a focus group methodol ogy to naturalistic inquiry is providing a venue for
in-depth exploration of a topic within a group dynamic.” Clapper and Massey (1996, p. 44) have explained the
function of afocus group thus:

The purpose of focus groups is to generate ideas, opinions, attitudes, and perspectives. Inputs of
one member can prompt quick and sometimes innovative responses in another, and a genuinely
creative outcome may occur. However, success is dependent on the creation of a non-inhibiting,
synergistic environment in which group members are comfortable sharing ideas.
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group members having the same degree of interaction that they would have in a face-to-face

setting (see Bowers, 1999).

2.1. GSS-Supported Focus Group Benefits

Researchers involved in both consumer goods (Buckley, 2002; see also Richards, 2000)
and industrial goods (Collins, 2000) are increasingly turning to the Internet for new opportunities
to improve their research.” For example, the percentage of all market research funds that are
being spent on Web-based surveys has grown from 10% in 2000 to 33% in 2002 (Jackson,
2003). The primary reasons that are cited for this trend are high speed and low cost (Bowers,
1999). Conducting a survey of online shopping habits, one research firm used the Internet to
gather data from 100,000 people in 17 days at a cost of $150,000. Had the same study been
conducted by telephone, it would have taken one year to complete and would have cost almost
$5 million (White, 2000).

GSS-supported focus groups meeting via the Internet or other network would have
similar time and cost savings.® When GSSis used to conduct a focus group, the respondents can
participate from their homes or offices (same time/ different place), thereby resulting in no time
lost in travel (Tse, 1999). For example, GSS makes it is makes it easier and cheaper to arrange
sessions with geographically dispersed participants (Weissman, 1998), professionals, and

frequent business travelers, who all may have difficulty gathering in one location at the same

" For adiscussion of how online focus groups can assist attorneys in trial preparation, see Kritzer, 1999.

8 The time and cost savings generated by GSS-supported focus groups only apply when the groups are conducted
over the Internet or other network. When GSSisused in aface-to-face setting (same time/ same place), there are no
time savings because all the focus group participants still must travel to the central |ocation where the focus group is
being conducted. In addition, face-to-face GSS-supported focus groups can increase the expense of the session for
the researcher must pay for the equipment and technical support necessary to implement the GSS (Sweeney, Soutar,
Hausknecht, Dallin, & Johnson, 1997).
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time (Rezabek, 2000). Moreover, such online focus groups typically cost one-half to one-fifth as
much as traditional focus groups (Parks, 1997).

GSS-supported focus groups, whether face to face (same time/ same place) or
geographically dispersed (same time/ different place), also have a profound effect on the
dynamics of the group interactions. In traditional focus groups, the basic communication pattern
IS one-to-many, that is, one person speaks while all others listen, thereby enabling an aggressive
participant to dominate the session and causing the discussion to be stifled by premature group
consensus (Krueger & Casey, 2000). With GSS, the communication pattern is many-to-many
(Tse, 1999), thus allowing all group members to communicate simultaneously (Montoya-Weiss
et a., 1998). The advantages of simultaneous communication include decreasing the ability of
any group member to dominate the session (White, 2000), fostering the involvement of quieter
members of the group (Walston & Lissitz, 2000), and equalizing participation of all members
(Tse, 1999).

GSS with anonymous interaction capability alters group dynamics by providing a “cloak
of anonymity” in that, during the session, each participant’s comments are presented to the group
without identifying the contributor (Franklin & Lowry, 2001, p. 178). Moreover, because there
are no visual or auditory cues, it is more difficult for a group member to determine the gender,
race, or social class of other group members (Walston & Lissitz, 2000). GSS anonymity, then,
creates a “non-inhibiting synergistic environment” (Montoya-Weiss et al., 1998, p. 714). Asthe
participants identities are hidden, participants tend to feel less apprehension about discussing
sensitive topics (Walston & Lissitz, 2000), have less need to conform to group expectations
(Clapper & Massey, 1996), and have less desire to censor their comments (Supphellen, 2000).

Furthermore, because members of anonymity-featured GSS-supported focus groups cannot
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determine each other’s gender, race, or class, such groups are less affected by the social norms
and inhibitions that can emerge within highly diverse groups (Montoya-Weiss et al., 1998;
Walston & Lissitz, 2000). Thus, GSS-supported focus groups provide an environment that
encourages the expression of differing opinions (see Morrison, Haley, Sheehan, & Taylor, 2002,
p. 82). Another potential benefit of having GSS support is an increase in the overall productivity
of adiversified focus group (see Tse, 1999). In such afocus group, participants tend to ask more
guestions and generate more comments (Clapper & Massey, 1996), create more unique and
relevant ideas (Parent et al., 2000), and produce more total information (Kiely, 1998) than
traditional face-to-face focus groups.

By the researcher randomly assigning a number to each computer workstation, an
anonymity-featured GSS-supported focus group in a same time/ same place configuration can
allow for participant anonymity as far as focus group members are concerned but permit
participant identifiability with respect to the researcher (see Franklin & Lowry, 2001, p. 176).
Thus, it is possible to for the researcher to have access to and to record the nonverbal cues of the
focus group participants (e.g., facial expressions, body language), which provide context to
participants comments.

Moreover, GSS support automates several steps in the post-session analysis. Once a
focus group session is completed, the researcher must create a detailed transcript. For atypical
two-hour traditional focus group, the transcription process can take 8 to 12 hours and result in a
30- to 50-page transcript (Krueger & Casey, 2000). Thiswork can be further complicated if the
researcher wants to identify the speaker for each comment. Some researchers believe that such
identification is necessary so that the analyst can trace the evolution of each participant’s ideas

over the course of the session (Catterall & Maclaran, 1997). In order to accomplish this
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identification in a traditional focus group, the researcher must videotape the session and then
review the tape to confirm the speakers (Morgan, 1997). With a GSS-supported focus group
session, the transcript is prepared automatically. As the participants type their comments, the
GSS software automatically records their entries in an electronic file. Additionally, the GSS
software can identify the contributor for each comment by recording the identification number of
the terminal from which each comment originated (Franklin & Lowry, 2001). The electronic file
can then be uploaded into special software packages for additional coding and analyses (Catterall
& Maclaran, 1997). The result, then, of the automatic creation of a transcript can be to save

considerable time, effort, and money in the post-session analysis.

2.2. GSS-Supported Focus Group Limitations

Despite the above-mentioned advantages, the use of GSS can also create several potential
problems within focus groups. For example, some focus group members may have difficulty
participating because of “fear of technology” (Rezabek, 2000, § 5 1 3)° or weak keyboarding
skills (Tse, 1999), thereby restricting the pool of respondents that can be used in GSS-supported
focus groups. Moreover, the moderator of the focus group may miss some of the richness of the
communication process because GSS does not provide visual or auditory cues. Thus, the
moderator cannot read the body language or facial expressions of the participants, making it
more difficult to judge each participant’s true intention and level of participation (Rezabek,
2000; Weissman, 1998).

Finaly, if the GSS-supported focus groups are conducted over the Internet, it may be

difficult to obtain representative samples because Internet users tend to be younger, have higher

® Fear of technology has been referred to as “technophobia,” which is defined as being “uncomfortable with
computers and other telecommunications technologies’ (Townsend, DeMarie, & Hendrickson, 1998, p. 27).
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incomes, and have a greater proportion of males than the general population (Buckman, 2000).
Merkes (2003) has remarked:

[I]t is not possible to access samples representative of the general population

because Internet access and use vary for different populations. [With respect to

the resultant sample,] Riva (2001) argued that people who participate in online

research are self-selected and by no means randomly representative of the general

population. In particular, they are usually skewed toward the high end of the

socioeconomic and educational spectrum. (pp. 133-134)

Accordingly, the results of research conducted with I nternet participants may be projectable only
within the realm of Internet users (see Bowers, 1999).

3. Directions for Future Research

3.1 Technological Implicationsfor GSS-Supported Focus Groups

GSS technology may have unintended consequences concerning group dynamics because
of differential typing skills and varying connection speeds. Specificaly, the use of GSS in a
focus group gives faster typists and those with higher connection speeds an advantage in posting
comments, thereby creating the opportunity for them to dominate the group.

All participants in a GSS-supported focus group interact through a keyboard, although
not all participants have equal keyboarding skills (“competence in making contributions of
electronic text” [Lim & Tan, 2001, p. 59]). Thus, some focus group members will be more adept
at using GSS technology than others. Researchers have found that, in GSS-supported focus
groups, faster typists were able to complete each response ahead of the rest of the group

(Franklin & Lowry, 2001). If such isthe case, then there is the potential for such individuals to
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dominate the group by typing a greater volume, thereby filling the computer screen and reducing
the space available to other participants.

Another route for domination by faster typistsis their influence over the group because of
the posting of their ideas first. The literature on judgment and decision making within the fields
of social psychology and decision sciences suggests that this influence results from two sources:
the primacy effect and the anchoring and adjustment heuristic, which often work in tandem
(Prentice, 2000, pp. 163-168; 2002, p. 1483, note 413; 2003, pp. 373-374; Prentice & Koehler,
2003, pp. 602-604).

The primacy effect refers to the social psychological phenomenon whereby “early-
presented information has an undue influence on final judgment,” thereby “bias[ing] the
interpretation of later-encountered information” (Nisbett & Ross, 1980, p. 172; see also
Diamond, Vidmar, Rose, Ellis, & Murphy, 2003, pp. 12-14; Hogarth, 1987, p. 55; Koehler, 2001,
p. 1292; McArthur, 1982, p. 166; J. B. Mitchell, 2000, p. 176; Prentice, 2003, pp. 373-374).%°
According to Devine and Ostrom (1988, p. 238), “[a primacy effect occurs when information
presented first is more influential in determining the final impression.” Thus, “[f]irst impressions
are powerful influences on judgment and seem to provide the prism through which subsequent
information isfiltered” (Prentice & Koehler, 2003, p. 604).

Anchoring and adjustment refers to “the tendency of judgments to be anchored on
initially presented values’ (Slovic, Fischhoff, & Lichtenstein, 1982, p. 481; see also Einhorn &
Hogarth, 1987, pp. 46-48; Fiske & Taylor, 1991, pp. 389-390; Guthrie, Rachlinski, & Wistrich,

2001, pp. 787-794; Hogarth, 1987, p. 54; G. Mitchell, 2002, p. 1997; Northcraft & Neale, 1987,

19 Njisbett and Ross (1980, p. 172) have noted: “ Although order of presentation of information sometimes has no net
effect on final judgment, and recency effects sometimes are found, these are the exception; several decades of
psychological research have shown that primacy effects are overwhemingly more probable.”
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Prentice, 2000, pp. 163-168; 2002, pp. 1483-1485; Rachlinski, 2003, p. 1171; Wansink, Kent, &
Hoch, 1998). Tversky and Kahneman (1982, p. 14) have explained this cognitive heuristic thus:

In many situations, people make estimates by starting from an initial value that is

adjusted to yield the final answer. The initia value, or sarting point, may be

suggested by the formulation of the problem . . . . [D]ifferent starting points yield

different estimates, which are biased toward the initial value.
According to Dawes (1988, p. 121): “What happens is that people will adjust their estimates
from [italics in original] this anchor but neverthelessremain closeto it. We ‘underadjust.”” Russo
and Schoemaker (2002, p. 98) have observed that the anchoring and adjustment heuristic “can
affect complex qualitative judgments as well as numerical estimates’ (see also Bazerman, 2002,
pp. 27-30; Dawes, 1988; Guthrie et al., 2001, p. 788; Kruglanski & Freund, 1983; Rachlinski,
2003, p. 1171; Wansink et al., 1998).**

The fastest typist’'s views will carry greater weight because they are presented first
(primacy effect). Moreover, the fastest typist’s views may serve as an anchor in that other focus
group members will take the fastest typist’s views as a starting point for their own views.
Although other group members may adjust and modify the fastest typist’s views, the former’s
positions will nevertheless bear the stamp of the fastest typist’s influence (anchoring and
adjustment). Thus, fagter typists can frame and shape the focus group discussion.

Those focus group members that are swift at keyboarding, then, may dominate by virtue

of overwhelming other typists with their comments or because the operation of the primacy

1 Concerning the influence of the anchoring and adjustment heuristic on qualitative judgments, Dawes (1988, p.
121) has provided the following examples:
[11f we know (individually or vicariously) a particular professional football player, we expect other
professional football players to be a lot like him. If we have had a good meal in a particular
restaurant, we expect therestaurant’ s other offerings to be equally tasty.
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effect and/or use of the anchoring and adjusting heuristic. Accordingly, it may be suggested that
individuals with better typing skills who type faster will be more likely to dominate a GSS-
supported focus group than participants who are slower typists. Conclusively establishing the
relationship between typing skills and dominant behavior in GSS-supported focus groups will
require experimental studies, which should be a high priority for future researchers.

Similarly, the group process may be affected by the type of network connectivity that is
used by different participants. Focus group members with high speed network connections will
be able to post messages quicker than those with slower connections, potentially giving the
former an advantage in the timing and the size of their responses (see Ten-Pow, 2003). As with
faster typists, focus group members with high speed connections may dominate the group, even
if inadvertently, by virtue of posting their comments in such volume that they overwhelm
participants with slower network connections and/or by virtue of posting their ideas first
(primacy effect and anchoring and adjustment heuristic). Thus, it may be suggested that
individuals with faster network connections will be more likely to dominate a GSS-supported
focus group than participants with slower connections. Future empirical studies are required to

confirm this proposition.

3.2. Effect of National Culture on GSS-Supported Focus Groups
3.2.1. High and low context

The advent of globalization holds the promise of conducting GSS-supported focus groups
dispersed across national boundaries and cultures. Researchers are already making use of online
focus groups in the United States, Canada, and Western Europe, while “[t]he rest of the world,

and the lion’s share of untapped consumer and business markets, is struggling to play catch-up”
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(Parmar, 2003, p. 52). As Asia, Latin America, Central Europe, and Eastern Europe will expand
their base of Internet users, there will be opportunities for the expansion of online focus groups,
including those supported by GSS, to these regions (see Parmar, 2003). However, researchers
will have to sensitize themselves to the way in which different national cultures interact with the
unique nature of GSS-supported focus groups.*™? In fact, the recognition that “[GSS] technologies
[are] less effective when they are incompatible with the cultural norms of the environment in
which they are implemented” has spawned “a growing interest in exploring how GSS affects
group processes and outcomes in non-Western cultures, such as Asia’ (Reinig & Megjias, 2003, p.
1).

Researchers need to pay particularly close attention to cultural context, which refers to
the degree to which members of a culture emphasize situational factorsin communication (Hall,
1976; Hall & Hall, 1990)."® Hall (1976) has ranked cultures (vis-&vis their communication style)
on a continuum with low context and high context as endpoints.** According to Hall:

A high-context (HC) communication or message is one in which most of the

information is either in the physical context or internalized in the person, while

2 Tan , Wei, Watson, & Walczuch (1998, p. 120) have observed:

People from dissimilar national cultures have different ways of doing business and disparate
values for guiding human behavior. With a better appreciation of the cultural factor, scholars are
emphasizing the need to assess the cultural robustness of existing theories and practices to
distinguish universal from culture-specific knowledge.

3 According to Hall and Hall (1987, p. 7):
“Context” is the information that surrounds an event and is inextricably bound up with the
meaning of that event. The elements that combine to produce a given meaning — events and
context — are in different proportions depending on the culture. It is thus possible to order the
cultures of the world on a scale from high to low context.

4 Montoya (2000, p. 276) has delineated the difference between low and high context communication thus:
Linguists use the term “low-context communication” to refer to direct and precise statements in
which meanings are embedded in the message being transmitted and “high-context
communication” to language systems that involve understanding, indirect statements, and the
interpretation of pauses in conversation.
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very little isin the coded, explicit, transmitted part of the message. A low-context
(LC) communication is just the opposite; i.e.,, the mass of the information is
vested in the explicit code. (p. 79)*
Randazza (2002, p. 832) has encapsulated the difference between low and high context cultures
thus:
High context cultures are ones in which the message communicated is more
dependent upon the physical context of the communication, but less is in the
explicit and expressed word content of the message. In contrast, low-context
cultures place a higher value on the words and a lower value on the surrounding
circumstances.
Similarly, Nylander (2003, 1 2) has distinguished low and high context cultures by observing:
In alow-context culture, people rely on external clues such as spoken and written
words to evaluate the information that a person is trying to communicate. On the
other hand, high-context cultures use nonverbal signs, family status, age
differences and other factors that carry more meaning.
Accordingly, in low context cultures (e.g., United States, Canada, England, Germany, Sweden,
Switzerland) the emphasis is placed on the explicit communication (i.e., the actual words), and
situational factors exert little or no influence on the interpretation. By contrast, high context
cultures (e.g., Asian, Arab, and Latin American countries), there is a greater reliance on

nonverbal cues, with the explicit communication being interpreted within the broader context of

> Hall and Hall (1987, p. 158) have elaborated on the definition of context thus:
Context refers to the fact that when people communicate they take for granted how much the
listener knows about the subject under discussion. In low-context communication, the listener
knows very little and so must be told practically everything. In high-context communication, the
listener isaready “contexted,” and so does not need to be told very much.
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voice inflections, physical gestures, and the overall flow of events within which the
communication takes place (Hall & Hall, 1987).

Focus group moderators need to be aware of the cultural context of the participants and
should accordingly adapt their communications styles and efforts at building rapport (Dreachslin,
1998). Thus, researchers conducting GSS-supported focus groups should consider how the
cultural context may interact with the technology. As a text-based medium, GSS creates a low
context environment devoid of voice inflections, facial expressions, and body language, thereby
not transmitting the situational cues that are associated with a given statement.*® It follows, then,
that GSS-supported focus groups will be less effective in high context cultures, where such
situational cues are important to understanding the speaker’s true meaning, and will be more
effective in low context cultures, where “meanings are embedded in the messages being
transmitted” (Montoya, 2000, p. 276; see also Barker, 1996, p. 32; Condon, 1997, p. 356; Daly,
2001, pp. 234-235; Koszegi, Vetschera, & Kersten, 2003; Ting-Toomey, 1989; Wright, 1996, p.
62). By virtue of its text-centeredness, the GSS environment emphasizes the explicit

communications of the focus group participants and thus is compatible with low context

16 As a text-based, contextualy impoverished medium, GSS may foster miscommunication. “Without nonverbal
cues to accompany and clarify the message in GSS, there is the danger that the message received by the recipient
will not be understood in the manner intended by the sender” (Klein, Clark, & Herskovitz, 2003, p. 364). With
respect to this shortcoming in online focus groups, aso referred to as virtual focus groups and eectronic focus
groups, Aoki (1999, 1 7) has observed:

One of the major drawbacks of virtual focus groupsisits lack of nonverbal cues. In avirtua focus

group, facial expressions, tones of voice, and body language are all absent and only the typed text

on screen can be observed. Emoticons can supplement the text in expressing such nonverbal

aspects of communication, but to a very limited degree. Unconscious acts of most nonverbal

responses cannot be replaced by the conscious act of typing emoticons. This lack of nonverbal

cues makesit difficult for the moderator to regulate the flow of conversation, facilitate turn taking,

and decipher subtle meanings of participants messages.

It is suggested that the absence of nonverbal cuesin online focus groups, including GSS-supported focus groups, is a
more pronounced disadvantage in high context culturesthan in low context cultures.
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respondents. Accordingly, it is suggested that GSS-supported focus groups will work more

effectively in low context cultures than in high context cultures.

3.2.2. Power distance

Another cultural dimension that warrants examination with respect to GSS-supported
focus groups is power distance, which refers to “the extent to which the less powerful members
of institutions and organizations within a country expect and accept that power is distributed
unequally” (Hofstede, 1991, p. 28; see also Blankenburg, 1998; Chase, 1997; Hofstede, 1980,
pp. 92-152; Koudriachov, 2002, pp. 27-28; Tan, Wei, Watson, & Walczuch, 1998, p. 122;
Visser, 2003, pp. 71-72). Accordingly, “members of low power-distance cultures (i.e., U.S.) may
be more inclined to adopt technologies [like GSS] that reduce power distance” (Reinig & Mejias,
2003, p.2).

In cultures having high power distance, status influence tends to be high, while in
cultures having low power distance, status influence tendsto be low (Tan et al., 1998). Studiesin
the United States have found that GSS with anonymous interaction capability masks status cues
and thereby increases participation (see Klein et al., 2003). This is an important advantage
because studies have indicated that “[i]n mixed-status groups, higher status group members tend
to dominate meetings by talking more and exerting control over the meeting's agenda and
goals,” thereby “preventing others from providing input” (Davis, Zaner, Farnham, Marcjan, &
McCarthy, 2003, p. 2). According to Tan, Watson, and Wei (1995, p. 83):

[A] GSS can often promote more equal participation in North American groups

because such behavior is in accordance with the egalitarian philosophy of the

culture (Benbaset & Lim, 1993). However, it is not clear whether a GSS can
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achieve the same effect if used in a culture where inequality of participation has

been accepted as a norm for centuries.
Reinig and Mgjias (2003, p. 1) have put the matter thus:

With GSS. . . there is an assumption that it is more desirable for participants to be

anonymous and equal than to be identified and unequal. While this assumption

may be reasonable in [low power distance] Western cultures, it may not be

appropriate in certain [ high power distance] Asian cultures.

Despite the resultant concern — borne of a reasonable expectation — that “GSS can
dampen power distance effects’ only in low power distance cultures (e.g., U.S.) but not in high
power distance cultures (e.g., Asia) (Tan et al., 1995, p. 86), research, in fact, has found that GSS
reduces status influence and thereby increases participation irrespective of national culture
(Reinig & Mgias, 2003; see also Tan et a., 1995; Tan et al., 1998). In a study with Chinese
respondents comparing online and traditional focus groups, Tse (1999) has reported higher levels
of participation in the online focus group condition. The aforementioned studies strongly suggest
that the proposition that anonymity-featured GSS-supported focus groups mask status cues and
thereby increase participation rates is culturally robust. Future researchers will need to confirm
this proposition by conducting cross-cultural (i.e., low power distance cultures versus high power

distance cultures) studies comparing GSS-supported and traditional focus groups.

3.3. Lying behavior
The success of a focus group interview depends on the truthfulness of its participants. To
the extent that lying takes place in a focus group, the research results are undermined. Focus

group participants may lie for a variety of reasons (see Gross, 2003; Zaltman, 2003), including
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the wish to appear socially desirable, the reluctance to truthfully answer sensitive or socially
embarrassing questions, and the lack of sincerity on the part of “professional respondents,” who
“are motivated to join a [focus] group because of the compensation they will receive for their
involvement” (Albrecht, Johnson, & Walther, 1993, p. 63). Whatever the motivation, deception
isa*“threat to validity” (p. 63).

Lying in focus groups is part of the larger problem of the high incidence of lying in
regular social interactions (e.g., see George & Marett, 2004b). Research from social psychology
indicates “that as much as one-third of daily conversations include some form of deception,
broadly construed to include concealed, evasive, ambiguous, or exaggerated information as well
asoutright lies” (Burgoon, Stoner, Bonito, & Dunbar, 2003, p. 1). Bok (1989, pp. xvii-xviii) has
summed up the state of affairs thus: “The fact is that reasons to lie occur to most people quite
often.” In light of its societal prevalence, deception in research is a cause for concern. When
lying occurs in focus groups, the integrity of the research enterprise may be compromised
because group discussions may rest on a false premise, resulting in truth and lies being
inextricably commingled. Accordingly, any “insights’ emanating from such focus group
discussions are suspect.

Surprisingly, there is little discussion of lying in the large body of literature on traditional
focus groups. One reason for this curious omission may be that the moderator is expected to
detect and filter out lies by the management of sensitive topics and the probing of participants to
uncover the truth (Mariampolski, 1989). There is likewise no empirical work on lying in the
newly emerging literature on computer-mediated focus groups. There is, however, a growing
body of research comparing deception in face-to-face communication (FTF) and various types of

computer-mediated communication (CMC), including GSS-supported communication (e.g., see
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Carlson & George, 2004; Carlson, George, Burgoon, Adkins, & White, 2004; George & Marett,
2004a; Hayne, Pollard, & Rice, 2003; Zhou, Burgoon, Twitchell, Qin, & Nunamaker, 2004).

As it is anticipated that focus groups with GSS support will grow in popularity, future
researchers need to consider the impact of GSS technology on the lying behavior of focus group
participants. A potentially fruitful approach is suggested by the recent innovative work of
Hancock, Thom-Santelli, and Ritchie (2004) comparing the incidence of lying in face-to-face
conversation, telephone, e-mail, and instant messaging. According to the feature-based model of
Hancock et al. (p. 130), lying behavior is a function of three design factors:’

[T]he synchronicity [italics in original] of the interaction (i.e., the degree to which

messages are exchanged instantaneously and in real-time)

[T]he recordability [italics in original] of the medium (i.e., the degree to which

the interaction is automatically documented)

[W]hether or not the speaker and listener are distributed [italics in original] (i.e.,

they do not share the same physical space)

This model posits that “the more synchronous and [geographically] distributed, but less
recordable a medium is, the more frequently lying should occur” (p. 130).

According to Hancock et al., lying is positively related to synchronicity because most lies

tend to be unplanned, occurring spontaneously in conversation; hence, synchronous media (face-

to-face conversation, telephone, instant messaging) afford greater opportunities to lie than do

" Note that the model of Hancock et al. (2004) posits that the design features of communication technologies
influence lying behavior. This approach is markedly different from media richness theory and social presence
theory, the two dominant perspectives explaining cross-media differences (see George & Carlson, 1999). According
to Hancock et al. (2004, p. 130):

Although these two approaches make very different predictions, they both assume that
communication technology vary along only a single underlying dimension (i.e., richness, distance)
that will influence deception, and ignore other important differences in their design that may have
important implications for deception ...
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asynchronous media (e-mail). However, lying is negatively related to the recordability of the
medium because recordability allows for the subsequent review and scrutiny of one’'s statement,
thereby having an inhibitory effect on lying. Thus, recordable media such as e-mail and instant
messaging should be less conducive to lying than face-to-face conversation and telephone.
Finaly, as far as the geographic distributedness of the speaker and listener, “media in which
participants are not distributed (i.e., copresent) should constrain deception to some degree
because they limit deception involving topics or issues that are contradicted by the physical
setting” (p. 130). For example, e-mail would encourage lying.

As applied to focus groups, the model of Hancock et al. (2004) would posit that a GSS-
supported synchronous — whether same or different location — focus group is more conducive
to participant deception because of its real-time, spontaneous, free-flowing nature. GSS-
supported focus groups, which have a transcript generated, would not, according to the model of
Hancock et al., be conducive to lying as the participants would be reluctant to put their lies in
print and thus available for subsequent scrutiny.

According to Hancock et al. (2004, p. 130), the distributedness feature of a medium is
negatively related to lying because “media in which participants are not distributed (i.e.,
copresent) should constrain deception to some degree because they limit deception involving
topics or issues that are contradicted by the physical setting (e.g., ‘I’m working on the case
report’ when in fact the speaker is surfing news on the web).” We adapt this hypothesis to focus
groups and suggest that in traditional focus groups, where the participants are not distributed
(i.e., where the participants are in one location), and in those anonymity-featured GSS-supported
focus groups where the physical design of the space enables identification of participants by the

moderator (although the participants will be anonymous to each other), lying is constrained
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because of the concern of participants that their nonverbal cues (e.g., facial expression, body
language) may indicate that they are lying (see Dimitrius & Mazzarella, 1998; see also Burgoon
et al., 2003; George & Carlson, 1999; George & Marett, 2004a; George, Marett, & Tilley, 2004)
and may even reveal the truth to the moderator. Accordingly, we would expect that there will be
more lying in those anonymity-featured GSS-supported focus groups where the focus group
participants are not identified to the moderator — same time/ same place as well as same time/
different place — than in traditional focus groups and moderator-identifiable GSS-supported

focus groups, where the moderator can observe nonverbal cuesinreal time.*®

4. Conclusion

As anonymity-featured GSS-supported focus groups receive increasing scholarly
attention, the resultant literature will enrich our understanding of how to best take advantage of
the convergence of GSS technology and the focus group method of inquiry. Future researchers
should also address the specific circumstances under which GSS-supported focus groups are not
appropriate, bearing in mind the observation of Franklin and Lowry (2001, p. 181):

[A]s with any qualitative research method, the decision to use [a focus group

with] an electronic format must be based on the research question(s) of the study,

the sophistication of participants, the technology expertise of the [moderator], and

the level of exploration needed for the topic.

8 Note that same time/ same place anonymity-featured GSS-supported focus groups where the focus group
participants are not identified to the moderator are functionally equivalent to same time/ different place
(geographically distributed) anonymity-featured GSS-supported focus groups.
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It is only through empirical investigations concerning the benefits and limitations of anonymity-
featured GSS—supported focus groups under a variety of conditions that our knowledge of

research methods in this computer-mediated age be put on afirm basis.
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