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Abstract

Traffic is not only a technical, but also a socio-technical system, as it mainly consists of social
interaction. If you want to assess safety or other quality aspects of a transport system like
comfort, usability, accessibility or equality, you have to use appropriate social scientific
methods. The Focus Group Interview is one method to get more information about the
socio-technical aspects of any traffic system, about the motivation why people behave in
traffic in a certain way, etc. Looking back into history, market researchers have used focus
group interviews since the 1950s. They realised that many consumer decisions are made in a
social context and that the decisions are growing out of discussions with other people. They
made use of this knowledge by carrying out focus group interviews. By doing this they
gathered accurate information about consumers` product preferences. Since the early 1980s
the method was also used in the traffic area to collect more information about the human
aspects of the transport system, and mainly so with respect to strategic and tactical aspects
of traffic participation.

In the presentation the structure of focus group interviews, the advantages and weaknesses,
the scopes of application, and the character of data gathered with this method will be
illustrated. It will be discussed where this method has been applied in the traffic area in the
last twenty years, how the method could be optimised, and how it should/could best be used
in the future. Practical examples of projects, where this method has been used will be
presented.
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Introduction

Traffic is not only a technical, but also a socio-technical system as it mainly consists of social
interaction. If you want to assess safety or other quality aspects of a transport system like
comfort, usability, accessibility or equality, you have to use appropriate social scientific
methods. The Focus Group Interview is an exploratory research tool to obtain detailed
information about people’s thoughts and feelings. It is a qualitative method to get more
information about the socio-technical aspects of any traffic system, about the motivation why
people behave in traffic in a certain way, etc. 

A short  history of Focus Group Interviews

In the Anglo-American area the focus group interview traces back to the 1930`s. The social
psychologist Kurt Lewin (1963) started from the assumption that a group is more than the
sum of all members and that you only can understand the behaviour of individuals in the
context of their living conditions. He was the first one who used a qualitative approach to
analyse different topics of interest for the society. The term “focus group” was introduced by
the social scientists Merton & Kendall (Denzin & Lincoln 1994) in the 1940`s. Merton &
Kendall wrote the article “The focused Interview” (Merton & Kendall 1946) followed by a
book in 1956.  Since then it has become common place among marketers. 

In the german-speaking area the social scientist Pollock F. (1955) introduced the use of
group interviewing. He criticised existing evaluation methods and assumed that opinions and
attitudes of individuals mainly made transparent in the discussion with other people.

In the 1980`s focus group were rediscovered by social scientists and used in different
research areas. Also in the traffic research it was applied to collect more information about
the human aspects of the transport system, and mainly so with respect to strategic and
tactical aspects of traffic participation.

The method

The focus group interview is an inexpensive qualitative data gathering technique. A
interviewer guides five to eight people in a discussion of their experiences, feelings and
preferences about a topic. 

The participants are asked to reflect on different questions asked by the interviewer or
moderator. The participants can listen to each other’s answers and can make further
comments in addition to their original answers, when they hear what the others have to say.
The aim is to get high-qualitative data in a social context, where people can consider their
own views in the context of the views of others. 

Participant Selection

As mentioned above the size of a focus group differs from five to eight people  The types of
groups and institutions that should be represented in the focus group will be determined by
the information needs of the study. For that reason it is very important to have a clearly
defined research problem or topic in order to choose appropriate participants. The
participants of focus group interviews may be selected to form either homogeneous or
heterogeneous groups of people. This depends on the aim of the interview. If one just wants
to talk about facts and discuss them one might look for a relatively homogeneous group of
people. If one wants to gather a broad range of arguments, pros and contras of a topic, and
if one even wants to have some confrontation – that enhances credibility of arguments - an
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inhomogeneous group of people might be better. In general, focus groups are conducted
with people who do not know each other.

The Interviewer or moderator

Conducting a focus group interview requires a team of two people: the interviewer or
moderator who guides the discussion and the reporter who records it. The team should have
substantive knowledge of the topic under discussion. The moderator should be able to put
people at ease and to encourage all respondents to contribute their thoughts, feelings and
ideas. He/she has to take care that the interview is not dominated by one or two people,
that all participants are enabled to share their views, etc.

The interviewer usually prepares only a rough script. He interferes only if it seems necessary
to keep the interview going and to guide it in the right direction. The interviewer has some
possibilities to control the interview situation:

Tabel 1: Controlling-Possibilities for the Interviewer

Questions Controlling with different kind of questions like starting-questions, key-questions or
summarising statements

Breaks "15-seconds"-breaks with the goal to provoke other statements

Deepening
questions

Deepening questions from the interviewer after a statement like “Could you
explain this in somewhat more detail?”

Body language

Eye-contact with shy participants

Avoidance of eye-contact with participants who talk too much

No statements from the interviewer like “Very good!” or “Excellent!”, no shaking of
one’s head, no nods, because all this will influence the participants

With respect to the reporter he writes down everything what is said. In addition to the
written notes the interview might be voice-recorded or video-recorded. The reporter should
also try to describe to some degree the body language of the participants (i.e., try to
interpret the feelings and attitudes of the participants: "hesitant", "angry", etc.).

Good notes are usually sufficient to describe what happened and what was said during the
focus-group interviews. The recordings help to sort out notes, which were not clearly
formulated. 

Timing and Location

The focus group interviews last one to two hours. They should be conducted in a convenient
location with some degree of privacy.

The interview guide

The interview guide usually should be developed in collaboration with all researcher of a
project. According to Stewart & Shamadasani (1990) two principles should be considered:

• To start with more general questions at the beginning and to have a list of more concrete
and detailed aspects prepared for the end

• Questions of greater importance should be placed early, while those of a lesser
significance should be placed near the end.

The guide can be structured either strongly or weakly. Both forms have advantages and
disadvantages. The pros and cons are pointed out in table 2 (Krueger 1994).
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Table 2: Strongly and weakly structured focus group interviews

Advantages Disadvantages Question route

Weakly
structured
focus group
interviews

� Different perspectives
are stated

� New ideas are brought
up

� Less target orientated

� To make a comparison
between different
groups is more difficult

� Just a few questions
� The questions are a

result of the discussion

Strongly
structured
focus group
interviews

� Clear answers for clear
questions

� Makes a comparison
between different
groups easier.

� Not an appropriate
method in order to get
new ideas

� Many questions,

� Target orientated
questions

Analysing focus group data

Each focus group interview has to be transcribed. The next step is to analyse the content of
the discussion concerning trends and patterns that reappear within either a single focus
group or among various focus groups. The following aspects should be considered when
analysing the results (see USAID 1996): 

Tabel 3: Important aspects when analysing the results of focus group interviews

Words Comparison of the words used in the answers. The meaning of words used by
participants can be weighed.

Framework The circumstances in which a comment was made, the intensity of a respondent’s
comment can be considered 

Internal
agreement

One has to figure out, if changes in mind were the result of group pressure during
the discussion.

Precision of
responses

Responses based on personal experience should be filtered out from those based
on vague impersonal impressions.

The big picture Major ideas have to be pinpointed. Time has to be found to step back and reflect
on major findings

Purpose of the
report

The report has to be analysed according to the objective of the study. Brief oral
reports highlight the major findings, descriptive reports summarise the discussion
and analytical reports provide trends, patterns, findings and include selected
comments.
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Advantages and Limitations of focus group interviews

The focus group technique has several advantages and some limitations, which are outlined
in table 4 (see www.chronicpoverty.org, USAID 1996, Lewis 2000)

Table 4: Advantages and limitations of focus group interviews

Advantages Limitations

� Focus group interviews are relatively easy to
undertake

� It is a cost-efficient and moderate time
consuming way of qualitative data
collection.

� Quick results can be obtained in a
reasonably short time.

� The flexible format allows to explore
unanticipated issues and encourages
interaction among participants.

� Social interaction in the group can yield
more complex responses than in single
interviews.

� There is a valuable quality control on data
collection as participants tend to check each
other’s statements. This increases the
credibility and minimises extreme or false
views.

� Focus groups can be applied and work well
for different population groups including
people with limited education, modest verbal
skills, low self-esteem and lack of prior
experience expressing personal views.

� The interviewer requires special skills and
the flexible format is susceptible to bias of
the interviewer. This can undermine the
validity and reliability of findings.

� There is a limited number of questions that
can be asked.

� Discussions can be side-tracked or
dominated by a few participants.

� Conflicts between participants may arise.

� Conformity effects might occur due to the
pressure in groups to conform to the norm
the group establishes. Important opinions
may not be expressed.

� Findings might not be reliable.

� Relevant qualitative information is
generated, but no quantitative data from
which generalisation can be made for a
whole population.

� Participants are not randomly sampled so
findings are not representative and
generalisable

Use of focus group interviews

Focus group interviews can be used at any point in a research programme (see Stewart &
Shamadasani 1990):

• To obtain general background information about a topic of interest
• To gain a rapid understanding of key themes or issues of controversy
• To generate research hypotheses for testing later in research
• To stimulate new ideas and creative concepts
• To learn what respondents think about a phenomenon of interest  to facilitate quantitative

research tools
• To pre-test a standardised instrument
• To develop interview schedules
• To interpret previously obtained qualitative results

In the evaluation process focus group interviews are an effective method to gather
perceptions on the outcome of a program and as part of needs assessment, during, at the
end of the program or months after the completion of a program.

http://www.chronicpoverty.org/
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The use of focus group interviews in the traffic area
As mentioned earlier, the focus group technique has been applied in the traffic safety area
since the 1980`s. There are several projects where this method has been used to collect
general information about a topic of interest, to generate research hypotheses, to prepare
quantitative instruments etc. In the following some examples will be pointed out, where
focus group interview have been used in the traffic safety area.

• The PROMETHEUS Safety Group used among other methods focus group interviews to
develop a Safety Priority Catalogue (SPC, see Chaloupka & Risser 1996). With the help of
the SPC types of behaviour and factors which are assumed to contribute to traffic safety
problems can be selected and adequate counter-strategies can be developed. In focus
group interviews in Austria, Germany and Sweden possible behaviour adaptation for new
RTI-Systems were discussed with ordinary road users. The aim was to get a widespread
picture of road-users` views with respect to safety problems. 

• W. Alteneder (1993) used in his thesis “Ways how to make public means of transport
more attractive” focus group interviews as a preparation for a standardised questionnaire.
With the help of focus group interviews he got an impression about motives why people
behave differently despite of their knowledge and he was able to prepare a categorised
instrument for a representative survey. 

• In the study “Tween Traffic Safety – Influencing 8-to 12-year olds to sit safely bucked in a
back seat” ( Jennings et al. 2006) focus group interviews were carried out with young
people to determine critical benefits and barriers for wearing safety belts and sitting in a
back seat.  

• On behalf of National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) and the Federal
Highway Administration an international scanning tour on traffic safety information
systems was conducted in order to learn from other countries that have achieved some
level of success in designing, developing, and using information systems. For that reason
focus groups interwiews with representatives of government agencies, academia, and
private sector organizations in Australia, Germany, and the Netherlands. Issues  of the
discussions were among other things crash data collection and accessibility of routine and
special traffic crash data,  roadway data collection and the accessibility of data describing
roadways, traffic control devices, structures, and traffic volumes, other traffic safety
issues concerning driver information systems, enforcement and medical data (Grifftith &
Hilger DeLucia 2004)

• In recent research focus group interviews were used in Austria to evaluate telematic
information systems for public transport systems with respect to the usability for disabled
people (see Ausserer et al. 2006), or to prepare a standardised instrument for assessing
the quality of pedestrian infrastructure in a certain area of Vienna (Ausserer et al. 2007).

The future of focus group interviews

There is a wide range were focus group interviews can be and actually are applied in the
traffic area. Due to the increasing necessity of solving traffic problems focus group interviews
- as a cost efficient and effective technique to gather relevant data of various traffic issues -
will even gain in importance. Telematic devices, for example, (e.g. intelligent in-vehicle
systems and advanced driver assistance systems) will play an crucial role in the future. Focus
group interviews are one qualitative method to discuss negative side effects of these devices
on the traffic safety of all road users. To achieve a sustainable traffic system it is necessary
to know more about needs and motives of ordinary road users. With the help of focus group
interviews it will be possible to prepare high qualitative standardised instruments, which
cover the main relevant aspects to explore the needs of the population. And only on the
basis of a high qualitative interdisciplinary traffic research we will be able to satisfy user
needs and to create a safe and sustainable traffic system, at the same time.
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