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This is the age of customer service, and those involved with the provision of
customer service are finding the focus group interview to be an efficient
technique for assessing quality of service. This paper explains the rationale and
method of the focus group interview and demonstrates how focus group inter-
views were used to gauge student-user opinions of service quality in Purdue
University's library system. The relationship of this qualitative research tech-
nique to quantitative techniques is discussed.

ualitative research techniques
are increasingly being used in
the social sciences either as al-

" ternatives to or in conjunction
with quantitative techniques.' As Rader
Hayes has argued, qualitative and quan-
titative techniques are not mutually ex-
clusive, but fall along a continuum.? In
particular, qualitative techniques can
often be used to collect information that
may not emerge from a more traditional
quantitative procedure.

Focus group interviews are a qualita-
tive research technique involving re-
peated interviews with small groups of
eight to twelve people with the intent of
identifying the key concerns or wishes of
the groups.” Through one to two hours
of in-depth probing by a group modera-
tor, key perceptions or attitudes of the
groups become apparent. Usually, to

%

compare key issues and beliefs between
groups, investigators conduct more than
one focus group.

Focus group interviews have strengths
and weaknesses not found in quantitative
research techniques. Benefits include the
fact that participants tend to give candid
information, that the technique is fairly
inexpensive, and that the whole proce-
dure can be carried out quickly.* The
major weakness of focus group research
is that data obtained from focus groups
cannot be easily generalized to the larger
population. For this reason, it is often
better to use focus groups either as a
complement to other studies or to obtain
insights that can be tested and used in
further work. Focus groups are particu-
larly useful when interpreting results of
previously obtained quantitative data,
as demonstrated in the present study.®
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Research conducted with focus group
interviews has been used in a number of
industries and disciplines. Marketers, the
primary users of this technique, have uti-
lized focus groups to provide consumer
information for use in creating and pro-
moting products .and in gauging
consumers’ attitudes and behavior.® Re-
cent marketing studies have even used
the technique in the development of
marketing strategies.” Focus groups are
employed by virtually every major ad-
vertising agency, so that many advertis-
ing campaigns are based on results from
focus group analysis.®

Although most extensively used by
marketers, focus group research has been
carried out by psychotherapists and
counselors, community developers, con-
sumer affairs professionals, small busi-
nesses, and lawyers, among others.”"
Focus group research also has been used
in a variety of waysin college and research
libraries. Focus group interviews with
users of new technology, such as search
assistance software and CD-ROM, have
enabled library staff to evaluate the tech-
nology and come up with new ideas on
how to useit." These interviews were used
in combination with questionnaires to as-
sess novice end-users’ skills in conducting
searches. Through the interviews, users
were able to express their levels of confi-
dence with search mechanics and thereby
provide guidelines for end-user training."
Karen Markey described the benefits of
combining focus group interviews with
quantitative analysis in a series of reports
concerning online public access cata-
logues. Focus group interviews supple-
mented surveys by providing infor mation
on users’ favorable and unfavorable expe-
riences with the system.'

Focus group interviews have often in-
volved library professionals themselves,
as well as end users. Findings of inter-
views with librarians can be compared
to those of interviews with end users in
the evaluation of new technology. For
instance, special interviews of library staff
at one newspaper library uncovered the
staff’s perception of technology’s role in
newspaper production.'” Book publishers
have used librarian focus groups to learn
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about how books are ordered and to so-
licit advice in product development.'®

Experience with focus group inter-
views in the library has shown them to
be an excellent technique for determin-
ing users’ expectations of a library, for
evaluating the performance of the li-
brary, and for identifying areas of user
satisfaction and dissatisfaction. Focus
groups can be designed to obtain and
compare expectations and evaluations
of different users, such as faculty and
students. Results from focus group work
can also help identify and isolate a range
of research questions to be tested
through more quantitative methods or
can provide in-depth exploration of the
results of quantitative work.

Focus group research also has been
used in a variety of ways in college
and research libraries.

This paper looks at the role of focus
groups as a customer service technique for
college and research libraries. The paper
shows how focus group research can be
used to evaluate the quality of services of-
fered by libraries. Finally, the paper details
the steps involved in conducting focus
group interviews and illustrates the use of
the technique by describing a recent focus
group study of student users of library
facilities at Purdue University.

METHODS

Practitioners have identified three
phases, or steps, of focus group inter-
view research. Phase one involves pre-
liminary preparation for conducting the
interviews; phase two comprises the in-
terviews themselves; and phase three in-
volves analysis of the information
collected during the interviews.” The
methods adopted for this study of a college
and research library illustrate how to im-
plement the three phases to evaluate li-
brary services.

Phase One: Preliminaries

According to Thomas L. Greenbaum,
researchers need to address four ele-
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ments in phase one of a focus group
study: the research goals, the population
to be sampled, the script for the inter-
views, and the site at which the inter-
views will take place.”

The research goal of the study pre-
sented here was to clarify and expand
information on students’ opinions of li-
brary service quality through a quantita-
tive research tool.?! That is, the focus
group research was conducted to sup-
plement a questionnaire sent to univer-
sity faculty and student users. The
quantitative survey had solicited infor-
mation on users’ reasons for and pat-
terns of library use; users’ attitudes
about the quality of the collection, li-
brary instruction, and the physical facil-
ities; and users’ desires regarding future
services. While there had been an at-
tempt to elicit comments on quality of
service through open-ended questions,
the information provided was not de-
tailed enough to support planning—
hence the current study.

Purdue University’s library commit-
tee determined the population from
which the focus groups would be drawn.
The attitudes of student users were the
primary concern. Another consideration
was that the library system is decentral-
ized, and evidence suggested that cer-
tain classes of student users, namely
liberal arts majors and science majors,
might differ in their evaluations of qual-
ity of service. Accordingly, four focus
group interviews were designed, with
two groups drawn from users of the hu-
manities library and two from users of
the life sciences library. The population
was further subdivided into two groups:
undergraduate and graduate students.

While the survey design was adhered
to in part, some overlap of membership
occurred when students attended on the
“wrong” night and because posted no-
tices and newspaper advertisements
caused random recruitment. The survey
found that almost all users frequented
more than one library, and comments
made during sessions often concerned
libraries other than the two studied. As
a result, the moderators allowed com-
ment on any library, with the stipulation
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that students preface their remarks with
the name of the library at issue.

The third element in phase one of
focus group research consists of devel-
oping a script for the discussions. The
script should help the group moderator
facilitate the discussions and provide
continuity among groups, yet not be so
rigid as to channel discussion. The goals
of the research determine the content of
the script, with the aid of whatever in-
sightis available from prior research and
pilot studies.

The script of the study presented here
covered three quality-of-service areas
that had emerged as significant to stu-
dents in the open-ended questions of the
quantitative survey and in a trial focus
group consisting of student users of one
of the satellite libraries on campus. The
areas were: convenience (location, hours);
physical facilities and atmosphere (access
to computers, quality of the collection,
copying machines, reserves, noise, space,
the lighting); and staff (competence, pro-
fessionalism, courtesy, student help). Ini-
tial “warm-up” questions asked “What
one thing most bothers you about the
library system?” and “What do you like
most about the library system?” The dis-
cussion closed with the question “What
changes would you make to the library
system?”

The fourth element of phase one is site
selection, which affects the ease of con-
ducting focus groups. Rooms should be
large enough for participants, the mod-
erator, and any assistants. Tables or
chairs must be situated informally. Most
focus group interviews are audio taped,
requiring the availability of convenient
electrical outlets. If possible, sessions are
video taped from behind a two-way mir-
ror. Additional observers are permitted
only if an observation room exists. In this
study, researchers were able to make use
of consumer research facilities at the uni-
versity.

Group recruitment is another factor
researchers need to address. Recruiting
participants is difficult because they
usually have to give up their leisure time
to attend. It is helpful if some induce-
ment to participate, such as a cash pay-




ment or door prize, can be offered. For
this study, group members were re-
cruited through posted notices at the li-
braries and through in-class solicitation.
Funds for an inducement to attend were
not available for the study, but fortu-
nately were not necessary.

Phase Two: Interviews

Part of the uniqueness of focus group
research is the potential for group inter-
action—something that cannot happen
in individual surveys or interviews. A
danger associated with this, however, is
biased results. Some individuals may
dominate discussion in the groups, and
others may remain silent.” Skilled mod-
erators who have had experience deal-
ing with different personality types are
needed to facilitate communication among
group members. Indeed, success of the
sessions depends significantly on the
skill of the group moderator.

For focus groups to be successful, the
moderator must be experienced in estab-
lishing rapport, structuring rules, and
setting objectives clearly to all partici-
pants. A skilled moderator should pro-
voke intense discussion among members,
as well as summarize the group’s re-
sponses to determine the extent of agree-
ment.” In the present study, a faculty
member who had considerable experi-
ence conducting focus group interviews
moderated the first two focus groups.
Graduate students, one of whom had
experience with focus groups, con-
ducted the third and fourth sessions. The
graduate students were assistant moder-
ators in the initial two group meetings.
Each session was audio taped, with a
backup tape available. The first trial
group was also video taped. Assistant
moderators were present to take notes
on the responses of participants.

Phase Three: Analysis

The analysis of focus group data re-
quires that audio tapes of each session be
transcribed and that comments be or-
ganized by topic and edited in sequen-
tial order until broad themes emerge. By
this method, the researcher looks for
trends or topics that are congruent
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among groups and ignores “rare event”
data.* The researcher often performs
statistical analyses on data, such as con-
tent analysis and frequency counts.” Be-
cause the current study supplemented a
quantitative study, statistical interpreta-
tion of results was not a priority. And
based on the data collected, the analysts
thought that sufficient focus had ap-
peared after the four groups and that
additional sessions would be superflu-
ous. This is consistent with the experi-
ence of focus groups in marketing. An
interpretation of results now follows,
demonstrating the kinds of information
obtainable through focus group re-
search.

RESULTS

Perhaps the major theme to emerge
from the focus groups, one that had not
been evident in responses to open-ended
questions on the quantitative survey,
was that student users had two levels of
concern: long-term concerns and current
systems concerns. Long-term concerns
refer to the kind of library system that
students would like to see in the future,
while intermediate-term concerns refer
to things that would make the current
library system more convenient and
user-friendly.

Part of the uniqueness of focus group
research is the potential for group
interaction.

The major long-term issue, which all
groups focused on, was centralization.
Purdue’s present library system consists
of multiple satellite libraries throughout
the university campus. A dichotomy ex-
isted among the students about how
they would like the system to change in
the future and how this related to their
service needs. The two groups consisting
largely of humanities students tended to
favor more centralization, whereas the
groups largely from the sciences fa-
vored a decentralized system.

Those who favored centralization gen-
erally gave as their reason that, under
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the current system, they had to make
multiple trips to find the materials they
needed. The desirability of being able to
do all of this work in one library was a
key consideration. One group favoring
the idea of one big library also urged the
retention of smaller decentralized librar-
ies housing frequently consulted materi-
als. The two groups favoring decen-
tralization stated that they liked to do all
of their work in one place close to their
“home” academic department. Atten-
tion was drawn to the esprit de corps
among those who frequented the same
library.

As stated above, the script for the
focus groups covered three areas: conve-
nience, physical environment, and staff-
ing. However, focus group discussions
covered a wider range of student con-
cerns with the current system. Primary
areas of focus included the collection,
hours of operation, the physical environ-
ment, the staff, copying machines, and
computer referencing.

All four focus groups agreed that the
library collection needed to be improved,
though emphasis differed by type of stu-
dent. Graduate students were more con-
cerned with the journal collection—in
particular, with foreign journals—than
with books. Availability of the collection
was an issue of concern among all four
groups. Some students observed that
pages or entire articles were missing
from volumes or journals. All groups
expressed a desire for better access to
materials on reserve and quicker reshelv-
ing of material.

Comments about the physical envi-
ronment tended to be location specific
and, therefore, of interest to the individ-
ual libraries. One library was singled
out for its comfortable chairs, another for
its noise, and another for its high temper-
atures. Other problems mentioned in-
cluded graffiti, poor lighting, and lack of
individual study rooms. Of general con-
cern, given the satellite system, was lack
of uniformity in hours of operation and
shelving policies among libraries.

Groups universally agreed that the
professional staff were excellent. All
users appreciated their helpfulness, and
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one group worried that they worked too
hard. Students were not quite so enthu-
siastic about student helpers, citing in-
adequate knowledge as the reason for
their dissatisfaction, but were still posi-
tive about them.

As frequently happens in focus group
research, issues that were not part of
the original script, but that were
clearly regarded as important by the
group members, emerged.

Each of the four focus groups men-
tioned problems and frustrations with
making copies throughout the library
system. The main criticism was that not
enough copiers were available to stu-
dents. Group members discussed what
machines they liked and what locations
needed more copiers. Students fre-
quently complained about long lines.
Three of the four groups mentioned the
lack of change machines and the desire
to acquire copy cards at each satellite.

As frequently happens in focus group
research, issues that were not part of the
original script, but that were clearly re-
garded as important by the group mem-
bers, emerged. Indeed, one technique of
focus group research is to keep the script
flexible enough that if an unsuspected
issue emerges in one of the early groups,
it can be incorporated into discussion in
the succeeding groups to confirm or
deny its significance.

In the present study, two such issues
emerged. The focus group moderators
were able to incorporate the newly dis-
covered topics into the script and to pro-
vide useful information to the libraries
as a result of the ensuing discussion. The
firstissue concerned a computerized ref-
erence system that had recently been in-
stalled at the university. In general,
response to the system was positive, al-
though some disagreement occurred
about its user-friendliness. All groups
asked for more terminals and desired
“free” online searches.

The second topic addressed how stu-
dents learned to use the libraries. The




topic emerged in the first focus group
under the auspices of the question
“What bothers you most about the li-
braries?” and the theme was developed
in subsequent groups. The feeling was
that current levels of instruction on li-
brary use are inadequate. Few students
had received any instruction through
- their classes. Some had participated in a
self-guided audio tour and found it
“O.K. as far as it goes.” Most were self-
taught or asked individual librarians for
help. Out of the discussion came a gen-
eral plea for integrating use of library
resources with classroom work.

CONCLUSION

Focus group interviewing is a method
of qualitative research that has proven
useful in many disciplines. The present
study utilized focus group interviews to
determine student user perceptions and
attitudes regarding a segmented univer-
sity library system. Although the results
are specific to the library system under
study, they were presented here as an
example of the kind of information that
can be obtained by use of this research
technique.

Analysis showed two levels of con-
cern among student users. Long-term is-
sues focused on whether the system
should be centralized. Issues concerning
the current system focused on practical
aspects of quality of library service, such
as the state of the collection, the compe-
tency of the staff, and the availability of
copy machines. In addition to evaluating
current services, the groups came up

The Focus Group Interview 357

with many recommendations as to how
the services might be improved. Some of
these recommendations have already
been put into practice and others are
under discussion.

In the course of the focus group re-
search, students identified two areas that
they thought were important to quality of
service, but that had not been included
in the original script. These areas were a
computerized catalog and the integra-
tion of instruction on library use into
classes. The emergence of areas of con-
cern not identified a priori is an antici-
pated benefit of focus group research.

As stated above, the focus group inter-
views were intended to supplement a
questionnaire survey. While the survey
had gone a long way toward evaluating
student attitudes toward library service,
the use of scaled responses to set ques-
tions had necessarily limited the results
to frequencies or rankings over predeter-
mined items. Open-ended questions
were used to elaborate on what were
thought in advance to be key issues, but
few respondents took the time to write
answers to these questions, and those
answers that were received tended to be
terse and lacking in informational con-
tent. As a result, the qualitative informa-
tion discussed above truly represented a
supplement to the surveys. Overall, this
focus group study demonstrates the po-
tential benefits of this qualitative re-
search technique to librarians who want
and need to know how their services are
being received and to administrators
who are responsible for the libraries.
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