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Abstract

Focus groups, as important exploratory and qualatmethods of research, have
become ever more present in theory and practice.oliject of this research is to
explore the applicability of online focus groupsdato find out whether the
traditional approach could possibly be exchangedhwhe new one. Also, the
object is to summarize new reachable surveys acdrwpare theory with practice.
The data was collected from in-depth interviews s@cbndary sources. The main
questions are: Is the online focus group an effectmethod of collecting
qualitative data, and is it always the best solafidVioreover, will it replace the
traditional focus group? The new approach, howewean be cheaper and easily
combined with other methods. For example, intergesvcan be reached more
easily. Both the traditional and the new approaetvdy of course, advantages and
disadvantages. A researcher has to be well informledut them, so he could
decide which approach is appropriate for which syv Finally, one of the
objectives of the research is to check whetherGramatian market is developed
enough for a concrete implementation of online $ogroups.
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1. Analysis procedure of traditional focus groups

The objectives of the research were to examinapipdicability of the online focus
groups, which makes the new approach different fifoertraditional approach, to conclude
whether the online focus groups in modern businesdly are a desirable option for
collecting qualitative data, to investigate whetllbe new approach can fully replace
traditional focus groups, to summarize a recentamh concerning the online focus
groups, and finally, to compare theory and practice

Focus groups are paid a lot of attention and thewary popular. They are usually
used for qualitative market research methods. Hneybasically an unstructured interview
of a small group of subjects in which the discussb a topic takes place. The group is
homogenous (Aaker, et al. 2007), Hair, Bush, Oui(2000); Malhotra and Birks (2003);
Malhotra (2011); Marusi and VraneSevi (2001) and usually has eight to twelve
participants. The moderator is a person who guialed directs the conversation and
encourages participants to debate. The moderatst mawve excellent observation and
communication skills. Participants meet in advaaod they are informed about the topic
of discussion and participants have to represdmtdarget group. The conversation takes
place mostly in a relaxed atmosphere where theuslssons are recorded on audio and
video recordings. There are six variations of thssic focus groups and they are following
(Malhotra and Birks, 2003, p. 169): bidirectiongdoup interview, a group of dual
moderators duel moderator respondents - modedi®nt - subjects and the mini group.

The moderator has the key role in conducting fognagips. His or her task is to
develop a relationship with the respondent, to lkeddiscussion and examine the attitude
of the participants. Also, he or she has a majte o the analysis and interpretation of
results. The moderator has to understand the ces®rbusiness, goals, focus groups
methodology, and, together with the managemenhtaseo know how result results will be
used.

The research topics can be the following (Malha2@l 1., p. 192): understanding
the perceptions, preferences and behaviours olicoss, understanding impressions about
the new product, collect new ideas for existingdueats, development of creativity in
advertising, impressions about the price, getthrgy reaction of consumers to the specific
marketing program and quantitative interpretatibthe obtained results.

It is necessary to pay attention to the followinkpKer, et al. 2007, p. 199):
preparation is the key, to manage the processatdttts safe, choose the right people for
the discussion, make no conclusions about resptsmdanadvance. During the entire
process of the research, the researcher shoula#a&ef the basic rights of respondents.

Numerous authors MarudSand VranesSevi(2001), Aaker, et al. (2007), Hair, et
al. (2000), Hair et al. (2008) Malhotra and Bir9Q3), Malhotra (2011) in various ways
show the advantages and disadvantages of focupgrdaking all this into account, the
benefits are the following: the group interviewuks in a lot of information, opinions,
views and synergism of ideas. This is popularlyecathe "Avalanche effect," the term that
means expanding the topics. In order to heat updikeussion and have respondents
express their opinions stimulation is requiredliceaks the ice”. Therefore participants feel
safer in a group because there is support in titeéHat other people share their opinion. So,
people speak only when they really have somethingay. A focus group is also an
opportunity to discover new ideas, and it can hagpat the existing idea that was not paid
special attention to previously is developed. Tkisd of qualitative techniques allow
researchers to discover hidden reasons why peagtavie in certain ways in specific
situations. The problem however is that the peeyiie are chosen for the interview are
usually more communicative ones, which means #milts don’t show opinions of regular
consumers. The results cannot be generalized beecddbke problem of representativeness
of the sample.



1.2.Procedure of online focus groups

Due to the development technologies and social &y 50% of all qualitative
research in the US has elements of online reseaichthe form of online focus groups
(Parker, 2011, p. 120). The advantage of onlinearh is the speed of data collection in
order to quickly respond to market demands. Eufopews these American trends and, in
general, online research has become a widely amttepéthod of collecting data (Comley
and Beaumont, 2011, p. 316).

The traditional and the new approach are basith#fysame method, but there are
some technical variations. The new approach regiulie understanding of (Stancanelli,
2010, p. 761): general rules of qualitative reseaexploring the traditional approach,
learning about the support (YouTube, etc.) and ingadcientific articles. Moreover,
researchers have developed virtual community fgcogps consisting of a waiting room, a
room for groups and interview rooms for clientsspendents are selected from a list of
websites where they signed up for discussion. Téwe approach has 4 to 6 respondents
since more than that would cause difficulty in coctihg research. Emotions are expressed
through "emoticons" (a combination of symbols whiekpress feelings) and they are
placed directly behind the sentence.

Burgess (2010) classifies online group interview® i"simultaneous” or "duplex" and
depending on where the participants are locatedg@as, 2010, p. 61): same time / same
place, same time / different place, different tireame place and different time / different
place. The rule is that the moderator writes initeapetters and the participants use a
combination of small and large printed letters. djlparticipants are required to write
answers under numbers so the moderator can quioklyect the question with the answer.
It facilitates and simplifies the process of disiar that lasts between sixty and ninety
minutes. Also, it is important to group subjectdhnliess experience in online discussion
who are in a group with those who are already aotgr with this way of communication.

There are five types of behaviour of participantshie online discussion: (Hughes,
Lang, 2004, p. 99): "leading monologues" (Monolagy)j "stating the same" (Dittoing),
"one-way" (one-liners), "essays" (Essays) and 'lehging" (Challenging).

1.3.Comparisons of advantages and disadvantages of triéidnal and online focus

groups

In online focus groups first results are availaddfier the discussion, and the final
version is available within 48 hours, so comparethe traditional focus groups, the entire
research process is much faster.
Online research is particularly good (comparedch#ottaditional approach) in the following
situations (Aaker, et al. p. 201): anonymity is e®sary, studies have dispersed the crowd,
it's not profitable to gather respondents in phaisépace because it is small, the studies are
related to information technology, which includeedback on related topics and web
assessments, and studies involving professionals,tine is limited. However, online
focus groups are not the best choice when (Aakexr, 007, p. 201): the "body language”
and facial expressions cannot be detected, whehatild show a prototype, when then
product need to be touched or tasted. Of coursekdk limitation of online focus groups is
reflected in access to computers and the Intefdely 62% of Croatian households have
Internet access (Index, 2011, Sept. 6, 2012). Kinaéspondents who participate in
traditional focus groups often do not want to m#pate in online focus groups. Online
focus groups are a better solution for researchétslimited budgets and for the audience
that is available only online. Topics that requiasting products and stimulation is better
left to the traditional focus groups. And in bothpaoaches it is very important to have a
quality moderator. Since people today spent a fdinse on social networks and virtual
communications, researchers should take advantfgsuah possibilities in order to
improve online customer service. Its main limitasoof the research market through social
media are (Malhotra, 2011, p. 206): the problergeferalization, duration and complexity
of operations.



2. Methodology

Data were collected from secondary and primary cesirSecondary sources are
common and predominantly represent books and #ideatticles. The primary sources of
data were collected through in-depth interviewsdumted to provide insight into the
Croatian business practice. The aim is to gainghtsinto the extent to which market
research agencies in the Croatian market conddicteofocus groups. The study included
five experts from three leading market researcimeigs in Croatia: Gfk (two respondents),
Hendal (one respondent) and Ipsos Puls (two regpdgd So this is a deliberate pattern
and a sample specialist. The reason for choosigggtthree agencies is tied to the fact that
only these three agencies in some form had experiaith the implementation of online
focus groups. Although a small sample of a key taind is clear that the inclusion of
experts from research agencies that did not hayegperience with the implementation of
online focus groups would not make sense. Also,ikbiusion of experts from research
agencies operating in the Croatian market is ldgicece the primary objective of the study
was to determine the use of online focus groupshenCroatian market. Respondents are
professionals and therefore a detailed interview tha most appropriate method of testing.
The study was conducted at the premises of thecggamd interviews on average lasted
forty minutes. The survey instrument used was deaui

3. RESULTS

The paper analyses the differences between onhidetraditional focus groups,
and the advantages and disadvantages of theseashpeo The results that follow are
predominantly related to the opinions of five expein the field of market research
working in three leading research agencies opeyatmCroatian market. Focus groups are
increasingly gaining in popularity because the uveses of modern enterprises are limited.
The new approach to focus groups is used for diffetopics and purposes. Furthermore,
the number of participants, duration of the dismmgsthe results, the method of gathering
participants, accompanied by discussions and #esviprovided for the selection of
respondents in the sample differ from author tdhawutTopics are varied: launching new
products, testing products, developing ideas, ptsdunames and advertisements
assessment websites, marketing studies (psychagraptelationship marketing,
positioning, studying the older and younger gemanatX and Y), e-learning, adolescent
sexuality, experience and violence through techmpbpplications in information systems,
shared health information online and the comparigbtraditional and new approach to
focus groups, questions about a new approach tdioenthe online focus groups with
other methods. The mentioned topics are suitablefitine research, because the target
group is primarily online and is designated as "Net"(Internet generation). Also, in this
way specific group of people can be accessed mas@ye Furthermore, one can easily
come up with a theoretical background of onlineutogroups (comparison of traditional
and new approaches). Researchers have generallgrsigsearch purposes. It is the most
efficient way to gather information and make change the market. Results indicate high
satisfaction with researchers using this methodl hAle positive experiences with online
focus groups as it fulfils the purpose of reseafdie results are different, but in essence
the positive impact on all researchers is visilfleis leads to the following results: a good
overview of the product or brand and the consumeleeption of the benefits thereof,
modification sales strategy, product customizatitemands of consumers, an excellent
(and good) feedback, improve marketing relationshimproving communication with
customers and proven theoretical background.

Therefore it can be concluded that a new approactiotus groups is an effective
qualitative test method. Number of respondentsegafrom researcher to researcher.
Minimum number of participants is five and the nmaxm eighteen. The number of
respondents is higher if the issue is more complex try to examine the differences in
cultures or violence through technology), i.e. leightudies if they are expert respondents.



Online focus groups lasted between forty-five aiméty minutes. Furthermore, if the topic
is simple, discussions take place faster (espgcidéllit is a "simultaneous" online
collaborative interview). Since it is primarily wsby "asynchronous" online focus groups,
the discussion can last for two nights in a roweek or three months. Basically, most of
the research is carried out only in one group, duleast two discussion groups. Very
rarely, six discussion groups are organised. ti alsreases the cost of online focus groups
(which is often cited as an advantage of using thiethod). On the other hand, the
respondents are grouped in different ways: seHesien, i.e., voluntary participation, client
sites and from a database of researchers (telepfionean online panel, e-mail lists).

One can say that the website of the client in a vgap "filter" for potential
candidates who are carefully selected in ordeatopde the results of the research were as
credible. It has been proven that online focus gsoideally complement other research
methods. Focus groups have also proved to be ah ndethod to lower the costs (travel
and other expenses).

Most experts believe that the online version oflitgive research is not relevant to the
Croatian market because it is very small and theglrfer an online version is there due to
foreign companies. Online data collection in Craatok place between 2007 and 2008.
The dominating point of view is that the benefifstee new approach to data collection in
relation to the classical method are the followipgce, comfort, speed, gathering subjects
(specific groups: managers, mothers, etc., usesp@(ific products, different nationalities,

etc.), time, and "upload" material from any locatiat any time, a wealth of answers,
sensitive topics and openness of the respondendsifpy enter the lifestyle).

Furthermore, experts cite the following shortcorsintipere is no personal contact,
lack of well-described condition of patients, netiiag product, or physical contact with the
product, you cannot use all projective techniqubs,lack of interaction (as respondents
seek stimulus), the time, the lack of non-verbahownication and limited information.

All market research agencies used a pilot studycdmparison to other test
methods, the traditional focus groups were ofteplia@d. Most experts do not see the
advantage of online focus groups in relation talitrenal ones and market research
companies do not invest in it often because itireguadditional training, time, new skills
and introducing moderator respondents with a ngwageh. Clients are sceptical about the
new approach and decide for the traditional apgroAlt agencies believe that online focus
groups could be an effective method for collectipglitative data but few believe that in
the near future, the Croatian market will havegmiicant need for the implementation of
online focus groups. All experts say that onlineu® groups are suitable for the younger
population. Clients are biased, respondents are well informed, and the
representativeness of the sample is questionabtikihg at trends, the online version has a
future, but currently is not well recognized byediis.

While focus groups became popular worldwide becaddbe specific approach,
the Croatian market is of an opposite opinion. Té&sons can be found in the culture,
traditionalism and underdeveloped markets. Alse,l#vel of education negatively affects
the perception of the new approach. It is evideat there are numerous alternatives to
online focus groups but in practice they are netduand experts believe that online focus
groups are too complicated and do not currentlyeekthem to be significantly applied to
the Croatian market.

4. CONCLUSION

After analysing the research results, it can beckmied that online focus groups
are relevant and efectiv method for collecting gate data which is consistent with the
theoretical background. However, the new approaah ot completely suppress the
traditional approach. Also, the online focus groapss different in theory and practice. The
number of respondents is higher in practice thathetheoretical claims. Respondents
were even divided into several groups and costa®mgjroup interviews growth ("duplex”



group interview - two moderators, more subjects grudips, longer duration). Duration of
discussions can be less than an hour, dependinghether the discussion "at the same
time" or "non-simultaneous” and with which groupdso, it is difficult to gather the
respondents at the same time for online discusélsimultaneous” group interview).
Contrary to theoretical assertions, too, we cantBatthe respondents can somewhat be
identify. Especially if there is a requirement fbe selection of the sample (e.qg. librarians
who are members of the RIS). Furthermore, the dyecgof the discussion can be triggered
by digital stimulator. The moderator is expecteddm a lot more compared to the
theoretical claims. He must have new skills - to'tashionable" to do fewer errors. Also,
discussions with the observer can be communicatgebison, and not necessarily through
a computer. If the discussion takes place "non-gameously”, the moderator may be a
litle more committed to examining the individuagsulting in a wealth of ideas. Online
focus groups requests audience to use the Intamtetechnology. Furthermore, when the
technology or logistics is a problem, we shouldsider that the traditional approach will
be used. For example, with children it is diffictdt organize a traditional focus group
because they are dependent on transportation ¢pablparental) and the online version
offers a better solution (for example, researciNmholas, et al. (2010.). From the above it
can be concluded that online focus groups are la@tya the ideal solution. It is because of
these qualities we cannot completely replace thdittonal approach with the new one. On
the other hand, the traditional group interview r@hation to the online group interview)
results in higher costs and more demanding testieghods. On the basis of in-depth
interviews it can be concluded that the Croatiamketahas no significant application of
online focus groups, although it is considered theg an effective and ethical method for
data collection. Leading Croatian market reseaggneies are foreign-owned and have the
appropriate technology to conduct online focus gsput do not apply it to a significant
extent because the Croatian market hasn't yet eshthe required stage of maturity.
Moreover, there is a lack of IT literacy of Intetnesers in Croatia. It is expected that the
quantity of the research through the new approashahtendency to increase in the future
(due to specific types of research topics and ies&ibility or dispersion of respondents).
This can be attributed to cultural differencesditianalism and underdeveloped markets. It
takes a lot of knowledge (in the world and Croat@)skilfully handle and use a new
approach to benefit all parties - customers, rebeas and consumers.
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