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Focus Groups for the Social Science Researcher
What is a focus group? Why do we use them? When should we use them?
When should we not?
Focus Groups for the Social Science Researcher provides a step-by-step guide
to undertaking focus groups, whether as a stand-alone method or alongside
other qualitative or quantitative methods. It recognizes the challenges that
focus groups encounter and provides tips to address them.
The book highlights three unique, interrelated characteristics of focus
groups. First, they are inherently social in form. Second, the data emerge
organically through conversation; they are emic in nature. Finally, focus
groups generate data at three levels of analysis: the individual, group, and
interactive level. The book builds from these three characteristics to explain
when focus groups can usefully be employed in diﬀerent research designs. This
is an essential text for students and researchers looking for a concise and
accessible introduction to this important approach to data collection.
Jennifer Cyr is Associate Professor of Political Science and Latin American

Studies at the University of Arizona. She published The Fates of Political
Parties: Institutional Crisis, Continuity, and Change in Latin America
(Cambridge University Press, 2017), and has published in several journals,
including Comparative Political Studies, Comparative Politics, PS: Political
Science and Politics, Studies in Comparative International Development, and
Sociological Methods and Research. She is co-founder of the Southwest
Workshop on Mixed Methods Research and co-editor of Qualitative and
Multi-Method Research.
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Methods for Social Inquiry
Editors
Colin Elman, Syracuse University
Diana Kapiszewski, Georgetown University
James Mahoney, Northwestern University
The Methods for Social Inquiry series comprises compact texts oﬀering practical
instructions for qualitative and multi-method research. Each book is accompanied by
pedagogical data and exercises.
The books in the series oﬀer clear, straightforward, and concrete guidance for
teaching and using methods. While grounded in their relevant prescriptive logics, the
books focus on the “how-to” of the methods they discuss – the practical tasks that must
be undertaken to eﬀectively employ them. The books should be useful for instruction at
both the advanced undergraduate and graduate levels.
The books are tightly integrated with digital content and online enhancements
through the Qualitative Data Repository (QDR). QDR is a new NSF-funded repository
housing digital data used in qualitative and multi-method social inquiry.
The pedagogical data (and related documentation) that accompany the books in the
series will be housed in QDR.
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As with most things early on in academia, my journey to writing this book
began with my dissertation. I was studying what we now call party brands in
Peru, Bolivia, and Venezuela. What came to mind when citizens thought about
a political party? Did citizens regularly associate certain attributes to speciﬁc
parties? Having spent quite a bit of time in each country, I knew that the
standard approach to measuring the phenomenon—that of tying a party’s
brand to ideology via close-ended questions on a survey—was not quite
right. For one, many parties had historically eschewed a consistent ideological
position. This was especially the case in Peru.
But that didn’t mean, for example, that Peruvians couldn’t speak about
certain parties and assign attributes to them. All you had to do was ask
someone on the street about the Partido Aprista Peruano (PAP), a party
with a storied and controversial past. They certainly had something to say!
To me, those opinions mattered. But they weren’t necessarily about
ideology, and they couldn’t easily be captured in a survey setting. I turned
to focus groups so that I might replicate the many conversations I had
with citizens on the ground. I wanted to understand how they talked
about diﬀerent parties and whether those discussions would travel across
diﬀerent settings.
These initial focus groups were diﬃcult to organize—thanks, in no small
part, to my own inexperience. But I learned a lot, and I had a lot of fun
doing them. In the end, the payoﬀ for all the hard work was quite high: I
obtained a lot of useful information and added a new data collection
method to my toolkit. I began to think about how I could utilize focus
groups in pursuit of my other research interests.
I began to think, too, more systematically about focus groups: what they
could give us that other data collections methods could not, how they
might be used in conjunction with other methods, and what their (inevitable) weaknesses were. I also wondered why political science, as a discipline, did not utilize them as much as other disciplines. These questions
inevitably turned into a research agenda in its own right. I owe a debt of
gratitude to many for supporting me as I pursued it.
First, I thank my advisors, Edward Gibson, James Mahoney, and Jason
Seawright, at Northwestern University. None of them blinked an eye when
I proposed to undertake focus groups as a part of my dissertation work.
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groups. They encouraged my writings on the topic, gave me feedback on
early drafts of articles, and included me in methods-based projects and
workshops.
Many people, too, have helped me carry out focus groups in diﬀerent
countries. Their experience with focus groups helped shape my own. I
learned a lot from each of them. Thanks, in particular, to Gerardo
González, Carlos Meléndez, and Denisse Rodríguez Olivari, but also to
the many other moderators, transcribers, and local experts for helping
me strengthen my question protocols and interpret my ﬁndings.
Thank you, as well, to the wonderful organizers and participants of the
Institute for Qualitative and Multi-Method Research (IQMR), at Syracuse
University. I am especially grateful to the colleagues who read an early
version of this text in the 2016 authors’ workshop. I would also like to
thank the wonderful women with whom I have helped create the
Southwest Workshop on Mixed Methods Research: Marissa Brookes,
Kendra Koivu, and Sara Niedzwiecki. My ability to write this book was
shaped, in great part, by the fruitful conversations held over the past
three workshops. May we continue to promote qualitative and mixed
methods—and women in academia!—for years to come.
I am grateful to Colin Elman, Diana Kapiszewski, and James Mahoney for
inviting me to participate in the wonderful Methods for Social Inquiry Series.
Thanks, as well, to the manuscript’s reviewers, to my editor, John Haslam,
and to the editorial team at Cambridge that helped me through the book’s
ﬁnal stages. Their feedback, ﬂexibility, and patience were crucial for transforming an early draft manuscript into a ﬁnished product.
Their patience, in particular, was vital. While writing this book, I had my
second child and was diagnosed with cancer. Both events provoked a signiﬁcant loss of sleep and productivity. But only the ﬁrst, of course, was
planned. Magdalena has brought me nothing but joy. Breast cancer, by
contrast, has forced me to confront a lot of unpleasantries: a loss of control
over my body, a mostly failing health care system, unexpected hiccups on my
road to recovery, and, of course, my own mortality.
These life events, planned and unplanned, have made surviving—forget
about thriving!—in academia very diﬃcult. I can conﬁdently say that, were
it not for a whole slew of people, these pages would never have seen the
light of day. In addition to those I have already thanked, I would like to
acknowledge the School of Government and Public Policy and the Center
for Latin American Studies at the University of Arizona. As I learned how
to mother two small children while undergoing surgery and chemotherapy,
my SGPP and LAS colleagues organized food deliveries and covered every
single one of my classes. They brought my kids toys, and prepared my
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am so blessed to know them—to be related to them! What a gift. I am who I am
(all the good, not so much the bad) because of them.
And, ﬁnally, to my new family: the countless number of cancer ﬁghters and
survivors who largely go unnoticed in our daily lives. So many people told me
of their experience with cancer once I began to share my diagnosis. As we
compared cancer strains, chemotherapy drugs, and stories of recovery, it
occurred to me that cancer is everywhere, and yet we speak so little about it.
With my diagnosis I have become marked for life—as a cancer ﬁghter, as a
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this large, and largely silent, family of which I am now forever a part. Without
your strength and courage I might not have mustered my own strength and
courage to move past the illness, resume my daily life, and ﬁnish writing this
book. Thank you.
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