
FOCUS GROUPS
TRADITIONA L OR ONLINE? 

A brief discussion from the Communique Partners staf f .    After 

many years of experience conducting online focus groups, we’d like to 

add our position to the ongoing debate about the issues that are inhibiting 

some market research pros and marketers from trying online focus gr oups:  

The main arguments against online groups are three:  Participants can’t 

see or touch a test product;  Researchers can’t see or read participant’ s 

expressions and body language;  Participants don’ t interact with or see 

one another.

Some have resisted trying online discussions for the reasons outlined above.  However, better technologies and 

methods make these arguments less relevant.   Here are three main counter arguments: 

Participants can ’t see or touch a test product. If the primary objective of the gr oups is to have a tactile reaction 

to stimuli and to see body language and reaction, then traditional gr oups are typically mor e appropriate.  How -

ever, test products can be mailed to participants and discussion can be done online. Products, ads, and other 

stimuli can be very effectively shown online for participant r eactions.

Can’t see or read participant’ s expressions and body language.  The lack of non-verbal communications f rom 

online participants can be made up through “emoticons”, mo re equitable participation across all group mem-

bers (no dominant “talkers”), and follow-up inquiries fr om expert moderators trained in online discussion 

techniques. Rich transcripts capture all comments, which can be immediately distributed after the discussion, 

yielding timely insight that is often a higher payo ff than the expensive and time consuming process of tran-

scribing and reviewing r ecordings.    

Participants don ’t interact with one another . While face to face interaction can raise focus group comfort levels , 

there are costs: namely expensive and time consuming travel to the facility and the possibility of dominant or 

non-assertive participants. Online discussions allow mo re equitable and anonymous participation that yields 

more honest and expressive opinions. It is important to consider that Web-enabled communications now domi -

nate the way people around the world communicate.   In the US, 179 million belong to online social networks. 

Everyday, the average person under 30 sends and receives 20 text messages and the average working adult re-

ceives 50 emails, and millions participate in web conferencing.
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