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3. Approaches to Data Generation

Hardly a day passes that one does not encounter an interview in some 
form. For example, an interview could be part of a late-night televi-
sion program or an article in a popular magazine. Most often inter-

views are not conducted for research purposes. Readers interested in the 
history of interviewing may enjoy a recent book on this topic by Fontana 
and Prokos (2007).

In this chapter I discuss the specific kinds of interviews that are con-
ducted for research purposes and the way one goes about generating data 
in each of them. Structured interviews are most often found in quantitative 
studies such as surveys. Because this book is part of a series on qualitative 
research, this chapter focuses primarily on the kinds of interviews used in 
qualitative studies, but structured interviews are briefly discussed. I have 
outlined the strengths and weaknesses of each kind of interview and given 
examples of when each kind of interview might be used.

Interviews in the Context of Research
There are two basic kinds of interviews: formal and informal. Both kinds 
of interviews may be conducted with either individuals or groups. Each 
kind of interview is used under different circumstances. Table  3.1 pro-
vides a brief description of each type of interview, including its knowledge 
requirements, strengths, weaknesses, and uses.

Formal Interviews with Individuals
Formal interviews take place at a time jointly set aside for the interview 
and are generally recorded so that they can be transcribed to facilitate an-
alysis. They are commonly used as the primary data-collection method in 
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both quantitative and qualitative research designs. They can be structured, 
unstructured, or semistructured.

Structured Interviews
Structured interviews are used when knowledge on a given topic is suf-
ficiently large that its dimensions are known, and thus this type of inter-
view is well suited for use in quantitative research designs. The existing 
knowledge base guides the development of questions that are specific and 
focused. Participants are given a limited range of response options. Given 
the underlying knowledge base, the responses to structured interviews can 
be linked theoretically and used to advance knowledge in the field under 
investigation.

Structured interviews are most often found in the context of survey 
research. For example, in a survey being conducted for community devel-
opment purposes, a participant might be asked if he or she has lived in a 
certain neighborhood for five years or more and, if so, to rate his or her 
satisfaction with proximity to various amenities such as recreation/leisure 
facilities, grocery shopping, and restaurants on a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 
being “very satisfied.” The questions in a structured interview resemble 
those incorporated in a questionnaire, with the only real difference being 
that the questions in a structured interview are read to the participant by 
the interviewer, whereas in a questionnaire the participant answers the 
questions independently.

It is not uncommon for a short series of open-ended questions to be 
added to the end of a survey. For example, the questions in the paragraph 
above could be followed by a question such as “What is the best thing about 
living in your neighborhood?” or “How would you describe this neighbor-
hood to someone who was thinking about moving here?”

Raising the possibility of including open-ended questions in a survey 
provides an opportunity to stop briefly to discuss an interesting meth-
odological question: how would one describe the design of a survey that 
includes open-ended questions? Although qualitative data are obtained in 
such studies, it would be more appropriate to describe the design of such 
studies as “mixed.” Mixed-method designs may be planned around the 
requirements for reliability and validity of either qualitative or quantita-
tive designs, with various data collection strategies not normally found in 
the preferred design added as required by the research question (Morse, 
2003). Thus, one may speak of a mixed-method design as having either a 
qualitative drive or a quantitative drive. A survey with added open-ended 
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 questions is a good example of a mixed-method design with a  quantitative 
drive, since surveys are generally planned around the requirements of 
quantitative designs such as representative sampling. For a survey to be 
considered to have a qualitative drive, it would need to meet the require-
ments of qualitative designs, such as purpose sampling, prolonged engage-
ment in the field, and data saturation (Morse et  al., 2002), and this is 
seldom the case.

The main hallmark of structured interviews is that all participants are 
asked the same questions in the same order, and thus one of the strengths 
of this type of interview is that the results are easy to summarize. A second 
strength is that structured interviews generally take less time to complete 
than other kinds of interviews. A key limitation of structured interviews, 
however, is that they provide very limited opportunity for the participant 
to add new ideas that are not addressed by the survey questions but are 
central to his or her experience. Thus, structured interviews may constrain 
the ways in which a participant would otherwise describe an experience.

Interviews for the Early Phases of Qualitative Studies
When sufficient knowledge is not available to guide the development of 
interview questions, a different approach to interviewing is required. In 
this case, the researcher must find a way to begin sketching out the dimen-
sions of the information that will eventually be used to answer the research 
question. Two kinds of interviews are particularly helpful in this regard, 
unstructured interviews and guided interviews. Excerpts from hypotheti-
cal interviews using both of these formats are included in the Appendix.

Unstructured Interviews
The objective of an unstructured interview is to begin a relationship with 
the study participant and create a space within which the participant feels 
free to tell his or her story. The participant thus has maximum control over 
the interview process (Corbin & Morse, 2003). As shown in the unstruc-
tured interview included in the Appendix, the interviewer using this for-
mat does not have any “questions” that are “asked” per se, but requests 
information by introducing some very broad topics for discussion within 
the context of a general conversation. For example, if the research ques-
tion were focused on the experience of becoming a parent, the researcher 
might begin the interview by saying “Please describe something that has 
happened to you that would help me understand what becoming a parent 
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has been like for you.” At some point in the conversation, the participant 
locates an anchor to which he or she can “tie” his or her story, and descrip-
tion of experience begins. A topic that works well with one participant may 
not be helpful at all with the next participant, however. As a result, com-
parison across stories is tedious and time consuming.

Because unstructured interviews are commonly used for the first inter-
view with a study participant, they are wide ranging, and some content 
may appear to wander “off topic.” The interviewer’s task is to determine 
which elements of the interview are relevant to the study and how they are 
related. At a loss to know whether the participant has indeed wandered 
“off topic” or I am simply not seeing relationships that are apparent to him 
or her, I have sometimes simply asked a participant to help me locate the 
connections between ideas by saying, “You started by taking about xxx and 
now you are talking about yyy. It would be helpful for me to know whether 
these two things are connected for you and, if so, how they are connected.”

Guided Interviews
The “guided” interview is another approach commonly used for the first 
interview with a study participant. The term guided here is used to indi-
cate that the interviewer has constructed some opening questions, and, 
as shown in the excerpt included in the Appendix, the interview is there-
fore slightly more constrained than an unstructured interview. Using this 
approach, the researcher prepares a set of three or four general, broad 
questions designed to help the participants find a way to begin telling their 
stories. Continuing with the example from above in which the research 
question was about the experience of becoming a parent, an example of a 
question for a guided interview could be “How is your life different now 
compared to how it was before your baby was born?”

There is some advantage, particularly for the beginning researcher, to 
having a common set of questions to use as a starting point for an inter-
view. The danger, however, is that in the process of constructing the ques-
tions, the researcher may inadvertently exclude an important aspect of the 
experience that a participant would otherwise have described.

Semistructured Interviews for the Later Phases of  
Qualitative Studies
In semistructured interviews, researchers use information they have 
acquired to construct questions that are more focused. A semistructured 
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interview is commonly used later in a research study, when the researcher 
is seeking further clarification about some area that was discussed in earlier 
interviews and is relevant to the research question. An excerpt of a hypo-
thetical semistructured interview is included in the Appendix. Because 
this approach may be used to follow up on information a participant has 
provided in an earlier interview, participants are not necessarily all asked 
the same questions. In the course of beginning to saturate data categories, 
however, the researcher may decide to use a question that was particularly 
helpful in an interview late in the study when they conduct  follow-up inter-
views with participants interviewed earlier. For example, the interviewer 
might say, “Since I talked to you last time, other participants have men-
tioned xxx. If xxx has also been part of your experience, please describe a 
time when this took place.”

Formal Interviews with Groups
There are occasions in some qualitative studies when the researcher may 
find it helpful to interview a group of individuals. Group interviews are dif-
ficult to manage because participants are encouraged to respond to ques-
tions posed by the researcher as well as comments and questions posed by 
other members of the group. Thus, the data are complex, and the record-
ing of such data requires careful documentation of both the participants’ 
responses and their interactions.

Focus Groups
The most common form of the group interview is the focus group. Focus 
groups have historically been used in fields such as marketing to acquire 
feedback on various topics or to test-market new products, but they are 
being used increasingly in qualitative research. Focus groups are con-
ducted when the researcher is interested in the interactions that occur 
among group members as well as their responses to questions posed by 
the interviewer. The use of focus groups simply to collect data quickly or 
to collect data that would be more appropriately collected using individual 
interviews is discouraged.

The semistructured interview format is commonly used for focus 
groups. An excerpt of a hypothetical focus group interview using semi-
structured questions is included in the Appendix. The moderator gener-
ally plans a set of four or five questions and tries to ensure that all are 
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discussed over the course of the focus group. The content for the questions 
is drawn from existing literature, including theoretical material, or infor-
mation obtained through some other means earlier in the study. Studies 
often include several focus groups. Although the same questions are used 
in each focus group within a given study, they might not be asked in the 
same order each time.

Interview data obtained from groups are much more complex than 
those obtained from individuals, because focus-group data include 
responses both to the moderator’s questions and to the questions and 
comments of other people in the group. As a result, the nature of the data 
is different from that of data obtained from individual interviews, and the 
two types of data cannot be used interchangeably.

When analyzing focus group data, in addition to the actual text from 
the interview, the researcher must also consider issues such as the social 
context of the group, nonverbal data, and the sequential nature of the 
interactions when developing the interpretation of the data (Carey, 1995; 
Hollander, 2004). Because of the complexity of the data, focus groups are 
often conducted by a moderator and an individual who records the social 
interaction. The moderator asks the interview questions while the recorder 
monitors nonverbal data and tracks participation of all members so that 
the moderator can help those who have not participated join the conversa-
tion if they wish.

In addition to their usual uses, focus groups can be helpful during 
the planning phase of a study to help work out topics and questions for 
individual interviews. For example, in our study of fatigue in individuals 
with lung and colorectal cancer (Olson et al., 2002), which was a mixed- 
methods study with a qualitative drive, we conducted several focus groups 
with patients who had completed their treatments to get input on the best 
ways to frame the topics we wanted to discuss.

There are many kinds of focus groups, and a complete discussion is 
beyond the scope of this book. Readers interested in learning more about 
focus groups and how to conduct them might wish to review the work of 
David Morgan (1997) or Richard Krueger (2009) on this topic.

Family Interviews
Group interviews may also be conducted in situations in which a group 
such as a family, rather than an individual, is the intended unit of analy-
sis or in situations in which one was intending to interview an individual 
but a second person was present and contributed to the interview. The use 
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of group interviews in this context is controversial. Although one could 
argue that family members should be interviewed separately so that they 
feel less constrained by other family members, our experience is that such 
an approach has the potential for generating conflict within some families. 
Members of our team found, for example, that family members sometimes 
asked the interviewer what other family members had said. We reminded 
the family members that we could not disclose this information, given 
issues of confidentiality as outlined in the consent, and encouraged them 
to discuss their concerns with their family member. Nevertheless, we were 
concerned that our decision to conduct interviews of family members sep-
arately had inadvertently triggered conflict within the family, or at least a 
concern that “family secrets” may be shared inappropriately.

Researchers planning to interview family groups must be clear about 
their reasons for interviewing the family together or separately. If the 
researcher’s interest is in the family’s perspective, he or she must determine 
how to get the family story, not just the story of each individual family 
member.

Morris (2001) outlined some issues related to group interviews, based 
on her work with individuals who had cancer and their family caregiv-
ers. When given a choice of individual or group interviews, she found that 
her study participants frequently requested to be interviewed together. She 
noted that although the group interview shared some characteristics with 
a standard focus group in that participants were encouraged to respond 
to the questions posed by the researcher and to comments and questions 
posed by other group members, there was an added level of intimacy, given 
the relationships of the group members to one another. Although families 
with problematic dynamics would not likely volunteer to participate in a 
study, one could imagine other situations in which it might be more useful 
to interview family members separately.

There are some benefits to including both individual and group inter-
views when studying dyads (Eisikovits and Koren, 2010). By comparing 
themes across interviews with each participant individually to themes 
that arise when both individuals in a dyad are interviewed together, 
the researcher is able to explore views held in common and views held 
separately, as well as views apparent to one partner but not apparent to 
the other.

An important difference between family interviews and focus group 
interviews is related to representativeness. In the group interview with 
a family, all members of a family could be included, and thus the data 
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obtained could be considered to represent the views of the whole family. 
Participants in a focus group, in contrast, are drawn from some large popu-
lation. Depending on how the focus group members were selected, the data 
obtained might not be representative of the population from which they 
were drawn.

Informal Interviews
Informal interviews do not take place at a specific time set aside for the 
interview. Rather, they occur as part of normal, everyday conversations 
when the researcher happens to be interacting with individuals within the 
research environment, as is often the case in studies that use an ethno-
graphic or participatory action design. Thus, one does not have any inter-
view questions per se, and it is difficult to record such interviews. As a 
result, after the interview is over, the researcher must prepare a field note 
in which the material discussed in the interview is described in as much 
detail as possible.

Informal interviews raise an important ethical issue. Although the 
researcher may have obtained consent from the person with whom he or 
she is conversing, the person might not realize that the researcher is “col-
lecting” data. Recheck participants’ willingness to participate in the study 
each time data are collected, regardless of whether the context is formal or 
informal.

Given the nature of informal interviews, sometimes an individual from 
whom consent has not yet been obtained provides information that is rel-
evant to the research question. Should this happen, the researcher should 
obtain consent to include the information before formally incorporating 
the data. In this situation, it is not uncommon to request consent following 
the interview. It is also possible that sometime after a conversation, perhaps 
several days, the researcher may realize that he or she learned some impor-
tant information in an earlier conversation with someone from whom 
they do not yet have consent. Again, the researcher must obtain consent to 
include this information before formally incorporating the data.

Generating Data in Early Interviews
Figuring out how to begin an interview is difficult. The way an interview 
is started must account for whether the researcher is interviewing an 
individual or a group, the kind of interview, the research questions, and 
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the  context that surrounds the research questions. If the opening is not 
 sufficiently broad, the researcher will not have sufficient contextual infor-
mation to interpret the data. If the opening is too broad, however, the 
researcher runs the risk of gathering irrelevant information.

When beginning the early interviews, the researcher should remember 
that although he or she may have developed some “guiding” questions, 
the objective is not to “guide” an interview. Indeed, the interviewer should 
avoid all subtle indications that this is intended, since this would be a major 
threat to the validity of the data. Rather, one wishes to open a conversation 
with the participant. The key message should be “I am interested in your 
story and whatever you want to tell me about it.” When conducting an 
unstructured group interview, the researcher should make a few introduc-
tory statements before beginning to outline the parameters of the group 
process—for example, “I would like to know your thoughts about xxx. 
Please feel free to also comment on points raised by others in the group.”

Some years ago, a member of a research team on which I worked 
obtained the consent from a study participant and then simply said “Any 
time you’re ready.” I was amazed by the incredibly rich data he obtained 
using that simple introduction but should add that although I have tried 
a similar approach, I have not been as successful. Nevertheless, I think he 
had a good understanding of what was required in the first interview. The 
primary characteristic of the opening approach used at the beginning of a 
study must be broad and open ended.

It is not uncommon for individuals who have not been interviewed in 
the context of a qualitative study in the past to feel uncertain about how to 
begin. Keep in mind that although the participant has signed the consent 
form and thus has some idea about the purpose of the study, the idea that 
he or she is simply being asked to describe an experience may initially feel 
awkward to them. Every qualitative researcher will develop strategies that 
work best for him or her, but one approach is to begin with a very gen-
eral statement. I have used statements such as “As I mentioned in the let-
ter attached to the consent form for this study, I am interested in learning 
more about how things have been going for you lately.” The idea here is to 
let the participant know that the researcher is interested in the participant’s 
story as a whole. Prompts can be used later to focus the interview, if neces-
sary. For example, in my work on fatigue, I listened for words and phrases 
related to fatigue and asked participants to tell me more in those areas.

One may need to experiment with various ways to begin an interview. 
The goal is to help participants move past any introductory questions asked 
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and settle into “telling” their story rather than “answering” the researcher’s 
questions. Beginning researchers often make the mistake of wanting to 
rush directly to their topic of interest and use their research questions as 
initial opening questions. The beginning of the interview needs to pro-
vide context for interpretation of the data. The opening comments by the 
research should invite description (“Tell me about…,” “Please give an 
example…,” “Please tell me about a time when…”) rather than analysis 
(“How did you feel about… ?”). The “asking” for information needs to 
be gentle and open. This descriptive approach helps participants under-
stand their role as a describer of their experience. By using questions that 
are analytic in nature, the researcher runs the risk of turning the research 
interview into a therapeutic exchange and thus of inadvertently moving 
beyond the limits of the consent.

Most research ethics committees require that the researcher submit sev-
eral possible topics or questions that will be used to being the interviews. 
Funding review panel members also expect the researcher to provide a list 
of possible topics or questions for early interviews, because this lets the 
reviewers know that the researcher has thought about some possible strate-
gies for beginning the interviews he or she is planning to conduct.

As the initial interview progresses, the participant (or participants, in 
the case of a group interview) will pause more, and the pace of the inter-
view will slow down. The interviewer must learn to resist the urge to inter-
ject or ask more questions immediately and to wait until the participant 
indicates that he or she is finished with his or her comments or simply 
stops talking. At the end of the participant’s story, there is time for the 
interviewer to ask the participant to elaborate on the points about which 
more information is needed—for example, “You mentioned xxx. Please tell 
me more about that.”

Generating Data in Follow-Up Interviews
Prolonged engagement in the field is one of the hallmarks of qualitative 
research and is critical to the rigor of a qualitative study (Morse et  al., 
2002). By spending time in the field and really getting to know the par-
ticipants, the researcher is more likely to get beyond the initial superficial 
responses to any questions he or she may ask and to obtain the infor-
mation required to answer the research question. For this reason, quali-
tative research is a time-intensive endeavor. In most research designs, 
participants are  interviewed at least twice, but in ethnographic studies, 
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oral  histories, or studies using participatory action designs, one might 
 interview participants many times.

There are several ways to begin a follow-up interview, but a simply strat-
egy is to say, “I have a couple of things I’d like to follow up on. But before 
we do that, is anything else you’ve thought of since we last talked that you 
would like to add?” Once the participant has finished with any additional 
comments, the researcher could continue by saying, “When we spoke last, 
you mentioned xxx. Please tell me more about that.”

Subsequent interviews also provide an opportunity to return to partici-
pants interviewed early in a study with new information that surfaces in 
interviews with individuals recruited later in a study. Remember to men-
tion this possibility in the consent form and to remind participants of this 
possibility, including their right to refuse such interviews even though they 
initially gave consent. The opportunity to move back and forth among the 
study participants in this manner increases opportunities to saturate data 
categories, and thus one is likely to require fewer participants.

At the end of the interview the interviewer should always ask the partic-
ipant if there is anything else that he or she thinks is relevant to the topic of 
the study that has not been discussed (“Is there anything else that would be 
helpful for me to know that we haven’t discussed?”). This is often the point 
at which some of the most important data in a study surface. Participants 
have a wealth of information that they are generally willing to share, but 
they might not do so, because they do not recognize its value. This infor-
mation may stretch far beyond the interviewer’s thoughts about the topic. 
To access this information, interviewers must convey that they are open to 
hearing it, even though they might not have asked explicitly about it.

Data Generation and Design
Never lose track of the research questions that drive a study. This is because 
the research questions, in turn, drive the choice about the best design for 
the study, and the design selected has implications for how the interview 
questions are framed and for the interviewing process. Although inter-
viewing is a common data-collection strategy across most, if not all, quali-
tative designs, the nature of the interview questions is different.

In studies based on a grounded-theory design, for example, interview 
questions are focused on social or social-psychological processes. The goal 
in grounded theory is to identify a central problem and to situate it within 
a basic social process. The researcher uses grounded theory because his 
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or her primary interest is in learning more about how meaning arises as a 
function of social interaction. The interviewer begins with an unstructured 
interview approach and uses broad, open-ended questions to learn about 
the participant’s experience. As the study progresses and the relationships 
among main ideas from the early interviews become clearer, the interview 
approach becomes semistructured, and the interview questions become 
more focused. This shift is essential in more fully elaborating the relation-
ships among the main ideas, thus making it possible for the researcher to 
formulate a theory about these relationships (Glaser, 1978).

In studies using an ethnographic design, however, the purpose of the 
study is to learn about culture. Culture is a word that has so many mean-
ings that researchers are sometimes reluctant to use it. Here I have delib-
erately chosen the definition provided by Spradley (1979), who said that 
culture refers “to the acquired knowledge that people use to interpret expe-
rience and generate social behavior” (p. 5). Beginning with an unstruc-
tured interview format, the focus of early ethnographic interviews is on 
trying to make beliefs and values explicit. This important difference can 
be seen more clearly in studies that use an institutional ethnographic 
approach, where the objective is to uncover how societal institutions 
shape experience (Smith, 1996). For example, using an institutional eth-
nographic approach, Sinding (2010) used interviews, along with other data 
sources, to show how disparities are produced in the routine provision of  
cancer care.

An additional point related to the intersection between design and inter-
viewing is that in some designs, such as grounded theory, interviews may 
be the primary data source, whereas in other designs, such as ethnogra-
phy and photovoice, interviews might be one of several data sources used. 
For example, Drew, Duncan, and Sawyer (2010) asked young people with 
asthma, diabetes, or cystic fibrosis to photograph aspects of their daily life 
and then interviewed them about the photographs they created. Generating 
data from several sources generally produces results that are richer and 
more substantial, but this benefit must be balanced against the additional 
expense and time required to generate, analyze, and integrate findings.

Summary
The nature of the interview conducted in the context of a qualitative study 
is distinctly different from interviews that take place in other, nonresearch 
settings. Interviews may be formal or informal, and may be  conducted 
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with individuals or groups. Although the choices related to which kind 
of interview to use may vary with the design and the phase of the study 
in which the researcher is working, each has the potential to yield rich 
data that cannot be accessed any other way. The decisions about the type 
of interview to conduct must be made deliberately and for reasons that fit 
with the purpose of the study.

Throughout the interview, the interviewer must say just enough that the 
participant feels relaxed, comfortable, and at ease. The invitations to con-
versation and the questions asked play a central role in maintaining the 
conversational space. The use of questions early in the study that are too 
focused might limit the ability of participants to share their whole experi-
ence, and the continued use of broad questions late in the study might pre-
vent researchers from refining their results and answering their research 
questions.

Exercises
1. Think about your research topic. What kind of interviews do you plan to 

use? Formal? Informal? Why?
2. Imagine that you are preparing to interview an individual for the 

first time, and develop one or two possible ways to open the inter-
view using an unstructured interview format. How will you explain 
to the participant what you want him or her to talk about? Now find 
a friend who is willing to role-play an interview with you. Try out 
your introductory comments. How did your comments work? Ask 
your friend for feedback about how to make them more “inviting.” 
Switch roles and ask your friend to use another of the strategies you 
developed for opening an interview. Which approach worked bet-
ter? How does it feel to be interviewed? How does it feel to be the 
interviewer?

3. Think about how the design of your study will influence what you will 
say to your participants. Try adjusting your research questions so that 
the research design would change and then compare the opening com-
ments for a first interview from the standpoint of each design.

4. How many interviews do you think you would like to have with each of 
your study participants? Why?

5. Although it is hard to plan questions for follow-up interviews before 
you have completed your initial interviews, make a list of some of the 
topics you think might arise that would require follow-up.
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6. Think about a situation in which you might prefer to conduct an 
 interview with a group rather than an individual. Make a list comparing 
the strengths and limitations of individual and group interviews. Create 
a research question and then prepare two or three semistructured ques-
tions that you could use to begin the focus group discussion. Practice 
them with a few friends. Take turns being the moderator, the assistant, 
and the study participants. What are the similarities and differences in 
the role of the moderator of a focus group and the role of the interviewer 
of a single participant?

7. What are some strategies that could be used to keep track of  participation 
in a focus group?
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