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M
a rkete rs know th ey must deve l-

op focus group re c ru i t i n g

s c re e n e rs and discussion guides

w i th keen attention to the pri n c i-

ples of marketing science. But focus gro u p s

a re n’t just about marketing science. By injecting

c reativity into the moderating pro c e s s ,

re s e a rch e rs can uncover additional perc e pt i o n s

and emotions, and increase consumer learn i n g .

While skilled focus group modera to rs must

be ex p e rts at inte rp reting consumer behav i o r

and understanding group dynamics, th ey must

also lead active discussions. Using only st ru c-

t u red dialogue, respondents often have diffi-

culty ex p ressing the sum total of their opinions

and feelings. One effe c t i ve way to st i m u l a te

l i ve ly discussions is to augment qu e st i o n i n g

and probing te ch n i ques with dynamic inte ra c-

t i ve exe rc i s e s .

I n te ra c t i ve exe rcises can elicit in-depth fe e d-

b a ck well above and beyond pat answe rs, not

o n ly revealing re s p o n d e n t s’ attitudes more

d e e p ly, but also bet ter engaging their th i n k i n g

and concentration. Inte ra c t i ve exe rcises can

also uncover issues and opinions that re s p o n-

dents may not oth e rwise be able to fully ve r b a l-

ize, or of which th ey might be unawa re .

Ne a rly all focus groups can benefit from at

l e a st one inte ra c t i ve exe rcise. Depending on

the re s e a rch objectives, some focus groups can

include more. Exe rcises can be designed fo r

respondents to wo rk individually, the group to

wo rk as a whole or the group to split into

te a m s .

E xe rcises must be re l evant to the topic and

to the respondent base, so some degree of cus-

tomization is necessary. Re s e a rch e rs should

d ete rmine the exe rcise para m ete rs with

re s e a rch objectives in mind.

Among the my riad of exe rcise models th a t

lend th e m s e lves well to focus group re s e a rch ,

the fo l l owing are th ree effe c t i ve inte ra c t i ve

focus group exe rc i s e s :

Product sort

A product sort exe rcise is especially useful in

consumer packa ged goods re s e a rch to bet te r

u n d e rstand product segmentation and th e

p u rchase decision hiera rchy. This activity pre s-

ents respondents with a re p re s e n ta t i ve samp l e

of products from within the study cate g o ry

and asks them to wo rk to gether as a

team to sort the products into gro u p s

that make sense to them. Re s p o n d e n t s

a re encoura ged to cre a te as many

p roduct groups as th ey see fit and

a s ked to give each group a name th a t

d e s c ribes why those items have been

placed to geth e r.

The visual stimulation, combined

w i th the physical activity of mov i n g

p roducts, ge n e ra tes more th o ro u g h

thinking. Ad d i t i o n a l ly, the active dis-

cussion among respondents prov i d e s

key insights into the segmenta t i o n

p rocess, and re s e a rch e rs get a bet ter under-

standing of what consumers consider while

rev i ewing products in a specific cate g o ry.

Sto ry te l l i n g

Sto ry telling is especially useful for ga th e r-

ing and understanding attitudes and image ry

cues. The modera tor describes a setting or sit-

uation and then asks respondents to tell a

sto ry re l a ted to the scenario. For exa mple, if a

re s e a rch goal is to bet ter understand the per-

c e i ved image of a specific brand, the modera-

tor could say: “Let’s pretend yo u’re in th e

s u p e rm a rket. The woman next to you has

B rand X in her cart. Tell me about th a t

woman. What else does she have in her cart ?

H ow is she dressed? Where does she live ?

What does her house look like—inside and

outside? What kind of car does she dri ve ? ”

The process of creating a sto ry around a

b rand—in this exa mple revealing perc e i ve d

p e rsonality cues—encoura ges respondents to

think about the brand in a diffe rent way, and to

ex p ress images and biases of which th ey might

n ot be consciously awa re .

St i cker allocation

In this qu a l - quant te ch n i qu e ,

respondents are provided with a

s h o rt list of choices, such as pro d u c t

c o n c e pts or fl avo rs, and asked to

a l l o c a te 10 st i cke rs—or purch a s e

to ke n s — a c c o rding to their pre fe r-

ences. This methodology provides a

ranking and weighting, and it’s fun.

The results are not sta t i st i c a l ly sig-

n i ficant, but these dire c t i o n a l

results and the ensuing discussion

p rovide insightful data about con-

sumer pre fe rences. 

I n te ra c t i ve exe rcises increase learning and

keep respondents inte re sted and on topic. They

a re a bit more wo rk to pre p a re and ta b u l a te th e

results, but the ri chness of emotions, perc e p-

tions and biases that the exe rcises uncover are

wo rth the ex t ra effo rt. ■
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