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ABSTRACT 

This study compared focus groups and in-depth interviews in terms of 

number of factors generated, time and cost requirements, and ease of data 

collection. Participants were 18 to 24 year old Hispanic and Anglo college 

women. The discussion topic was factors influencing food choices. Eight focus 

groups were conducted, four Anglo (n= 13) and four Hispanic (n= 12). 

Thirty-eight Anglo (n= 16) and Hispanic (n= 12) in-depth interviews were 

completed. A total of 83 unique factors were identified. Focus groups and in-

depth interviews yielded 79 and 73 factors, respectively. The mean number 

of factors for focus groups was 33.8 compared to 37.0 for randomly selected 

in-depth interviews grouped to form "nominal groups". However, this was not 

a significant difference. Focus groups required 66.8 hours and cost $292.40 

to yield 79 factors while in-depth interviews required 147.0 hours and cost 

$624.75 for 73. Focus groups were more difficult to arrange but easier to 

conduct. 



CHAPTER 1 

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

9 

What Americans eat is of interest to a variety of people for many 

different reasons. People in the food industry have a keen interest in food 

consumption habits and trends in order to meet the needs of their clientele. 

The United States Government, aware of the distinct link between diet, health 

and productivity, has an interest in promoting the optimal diet to keep 

Americans productive, to keep the economy moving, and to keep health care 

expenses down. The individual American is becoming more knowledgeable of 

how diet can reduce or increase the risks of certain chronic diseases. The 

government and private industry have spent billions on food and nutrition 

research over the past decade. 

Most of this research has quantitatively measured what foods are eaten 

in a given population and how those food choices have the potential to lead to 

excesses and deficiencies in certain nutrients. This research has shown that 

certain dietary practices are supportive of growth and good health, while other 

dietary habits have a negative impact. The United States Department of 

Agriculture and The Department of Health and Human Services have developed 

dietary guidelines for helping Americans choose a diet which promotes optimum 

health. "The guidelines reflect recommendations of nutrition authorities who 
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agree that enough is known about diet's effect on health to encourage certain 

dietary practices by Americans" (1). One of the most important guidelines is 

to eat a diet consisting of foods from all the food groups. Yet Kant et al. (2), 

in their study, found that only 33% of the U.S. population consumed foods 

from all five good groups, and only 2.9% consumed at least the recommended 

number of servings from all the food groups. 

Understanding what Americans eat is not enough. If nutrition educators, 

as well as federal and state policy-makers, want to make a positive impact on 

Americans and their diets, they must dig deeper, beyond simply what 

Americans are eating, to what motivates Americans to include or exclude foods 

from their diets. 

In a given population there are a variety of factors which influence food 

consumption behavior. These factors include: traditional habits, food 

production, processing and distribution, nutrition knowledge, media, medical 

practices, and environmental conditions (3). Most of the efforts made in the 

United States to alter dietary habits have been based on one factor: nutrition 

knowledge. The commonly held belief is that if an individual is given the 

knowledge regarding nutrition and its link to health, that factor alone will 

motivate him or her to make necessary dietary changes. It is a mistake to think 

that this one factor has all the impact necessary to bring about dietary changes. 

Additional information about the impact of other factors is needed. 
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While more is known about adults in general, little is known about the 

factors which impact on the food consumption behaviors of young adults 

between the ages of 18 and 24 years. Identifying these factors would assist 

in campaigns to improve the nutrition and health status of this population. 

Many studies have shown that young adults have inadequate intakes of 

calcium, iron, folacin, thiamin, riboflavin, and niacin (4, 5, 6, 7). 

Few studies have looked specifically at the factors influencing different 

ethnic groups in their food choices (8), although "one out of every five 

Americans belongs to an ethnic minority group" (9). In the United States the 

major ethnic groups are African-Americans, Hispanics, Asian/Pacific Islanders, 

and Native Americans (9). 

By the year 2000 the U.S. Hispanic population is expected to replace the 

African-American population as the largest minority group in this country. The 

three largest subgroups of Hispanics in the U.S. consist of Mexican-Americans, 

Cubans, and Puerto Ricans. Approximately two-thirds of the Hispanic 

population are Mexican-American and 60% of them live in the Southwest (9). 

Research conducted by Lantz and Wood (10) more than 30 years ago 

indicated that there were specific differences in food consumption between 

Hispanic and Anglos, noting that "according to our present knowledge of what 

constitutes an adequate diet, the Anglo boys and girls had better diets than 

Spanish-Americans". 
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Research indicates that Latinos eat more meat and saturated fat than 

Anglos and use less low-fat and nonfat milk. Latino parents purchase high 

sugar foods in response to their children's requests and Latinos are less likely 

than Anglos to recognize foods that are sources of cholesterol and fat (11). 

Hispanics may be at excess risk compared to Anglos due to under-consumption 

of vitamin A and calcium and over-consumption of saturated fat (9). 

Kumanyika (9) reports that Hispanics are at a greater risk of developing 

pancreatic and stomach cancer, diabetes mellitus, and of being overweight with 

its accompanying health-related problems compared to whites. Given the 

differences that appear to exist among Anglos and Hispanics in terms of diet 

and its impact on health, it is important to develop nutritional intervention 

programs specific to these cultural groups. Knowing the factors that influence 

food choices in these two groups will increase the chances of improving dietary 

behavior for both. 

To better understand the factors that influence food choices, more 

qualitative research needs to be conducted. Qualitative studies are able to focus 

on "the social, cultural, ethnic, behavioral, economic, and environmental factors 

that influence consumer preferences and dietary practices" (12). Qualitative 

research can add an important dimension to the question of why young people 

eat what they eat. 
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History of Qualitative Research 

Qualitative research has its origins in many different fields. In Bartos' 

{13) review of the history of qualitative research he states that "Since Aristotle, 

political theory has been essentially qualitative in its evaluation of political 

systems. And qualitative analysis has been part of sociological tradition going 

back to the last century". He notes, however, that the interviewing techniques 

that are used today by qualitative researchers were developed out of 

psychoanalytical theory. These interviewing techniques were developed for in-

depth, individual interviews to get "beneath the surface of verbal responses". 

In 1946 Merton and Kendall (14) developed procedures for the focused 

interview. This procedure was used with both individuals and groups. A 

focused interview, as defined by Merton (15), is one which is unstructured but 

also requires a skillful interrogator to keep the respondent's attention from 

wandering off the subject at hand. The marketing industry took these 

techniques a step further in the 1950's and developed a technique for 

interviewing groups of people. These groups (now called focus groups) were 

used to gauge consumer acceptance or rejection of products and marketing 

strategies. 

Despite qualitative research's long history in the social sciences, many 

of the other academic disciplines have long preferred quantitative research, 

relying heavily on numbers and statistical projections. In recent years, 
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however, many researchers who formerly relied solely on quantitative research 

are now discovering the wealth of information that can be uncovered with 

qualitative methods. "Words, especially when they are organized into incidents 

or stories, have concrete, vivid, meaningful flavor that often proves far more 

convincing to a reader, another researcher, a policy-maker, a practitioner, than 

pages of numbers" (16). 

Two common interview methods of collecting qualitative data are the 

focus group and the in-depth interview. There are many assumptions about the 

benefits of focus group research compared to the in-depth interview with little 

empirical evidence to substantiate it. Morgan (17) states that "we need to 

begin cross-validating by applying the two modes of interviewing to the same 

topics". Therefore, in an attempt to determine the credibility of some of these 

assumptions, this study compared the quantity of factors which influence food 

choices generated between the focus group interview and the in-depth 

interview, time required to collect the data, the relative cost, and the ease of 

collecting the data. This study also looked at the differences in quantity of data 

collected between the Hispanic population and the Anglo population. 
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Research Questions 

This study addressed the following research questions: 

1. How does the type of interview (focus group and in-

depth interview) affect the quantity of factors 

reported? 

2. Is there a difference between Anglo females and 

Hispanic females in the quantity of factors reported? 

3. If there is an ethnic difference, what might be 

influencing the interview to explain the difference? 

4. How do the two types of interviews compare in 

terms of time requirements? 

5. How does the cost-effectiveness of the two 

interview methods compare? 

6. How do the two interview methods compare in 

terms of ease of data collection? 

Limitations and Other Factors Impacting the Study 

In this study, four limitations must be recognized. The first limitation was 

that this study did not attempt to measure the influence of factors other than 

the type of interview which could have affected the subject's ability or 

willingness to report information about their food choices. If a participant felt 
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sleepy, sick, preoccupied, or bored, this could have affected their responses. 

Also, self-image and their perception of whether or not they were either 

overweight or underweight could have had an impact on the interview results. 

The second limitation was the unknown effects of the mood of the 

interviewer on the interview responses. The interviewer is considered an 

instrument in this type of study, but given the human nature of the this 

instrument, there were slight variances in how questions were asked, and how 

answers from interviewees were followed up. 

The third limitation was that, due to Human Subjects Committee 

requirements that the nature of the study be fully explained, the participants 

knew the study was being conducted by the Department of Nutrition and Food 

Science. Participants may have felt slightly intimidated by this and may have 

avoided giving responses which may have reflected food choices which they 

did not consider healthy or nutritional. 

Finally, for any given individual, this study did not determine whether 

they would do better or worse in one type of interview compared with the 

other. Furthermore, these results should not be generalized beyond this 

population or the stated topic of the interviews. 
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Assumptions 

Three assumptions were made for this study. First, it was assumed that 

the women who participated in this study were representative of the Anglo and 

Hispanic female college populations and that there were no differences between 

those who chose to participate and those who did not. The most common 

reason given by potential subjects for not participating was lack of time. 

Ethnicity was determined by self-reported data and it was assumed that 

the this information was accurate. Finally, it was assumed that during the 

interviews the participants were telling the truth to the best of their ability. 

Strengths and Advantages of the Study 

Five strengths and advantages of this study can be noted. First, 

assignment to either the focus group or in-depth interview was more or less 

random and not based on self-selection. Participants were assigned to an 

interview type based on their schedule. They were not aware of the two 

different interview types and were not asked which they preferred. 

Secondly, all focus group interviews were conducted by the same 

interviewer to maintain consistency in the way the groups were run, and all 

three interviewers for the in-depth interviews were trained together to maintain 

internal consistency. 



18 

Thirdly, all interviewers and all interviewees were women which 

eliminated any bias which may have occurred as a result of gender differences. 

An additional strength was that all interviews were tape- recorded and 

transcribed verbatim, eliminating the need for the interviewer to take notes 

during the interview. This insured that no information was lost, and allowed 

the interviewer to give her complete attention to the interview without worrying 

about notes. 

Finally, coding was done using Glaser's (18) grounded approach, which 

allows a code list to be developed within the context of the data. 

Definitions 

For the purpose of this study, the following terms shall be defined as 

follows: 

Analo. A self-reported non-Hispanic Caucasian 

Code. Words or abbreviations developed by the researcher to 

categorize qualitative data and serve as retrieval and organizing devices. In this 

study, each factor which was identified in the interviews was assigned a code. 

These codes are used in data analysis. 

Code List. The list of codes developed by the researcher which 

correspond to the data generated from interviews. 
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Content Analysis. Organization of data into meaningful and 

manageable themes or categories. 

CO-OP fees. The fees paid to qualitative research subjects as payment 

for participating. 

Eating Factor. External and internal factors influencing subject's food 

choices. 

Focus Group Interview. A qualitative research tool used for collecting 

ideas and feelings within a group context. A focus group can consist of three 

to twelve participants. 

Grounded Approach. The discovery of theory or, in this study, the 

influencing factors relevant to this study population, from the data. 

Hisoanics. A population with origins in Mexico, Puerto Rico, Cuba, 

Europe, and Central and South America. In this study, a woman who reports 

herself as Hispanic. 

In-Depth Interview. A qualitative research tool used for collecting 

ideas, feelings, and perspectives from research subjects through a one-on-one 

interview. The interview is usually unstructured and utilizes open-ended 

questions. 

Major Factor. Within each ethnic group, a factor which is identified by 

100% of the focus groups and 80% of the in-depth interviews. 
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Mini-Group Interview. A smaller version of the focus group, consisting 

of 2-5 participants. 

Moderator. The one who moderates the discussion in a focus group. 

The moderator keeps the discussion focused on the relevant topic and probes 

for further explanations and descriptions. The moderator plays a key role in 

encouraging all participants to participate in the discussion. 

Neutral Location. In this study, it is a location which is convenient to 

both interviewee and interviewer, away from food, and which minimized 

influencing factors. 

Nominal Group. Three or four randomly chosen in-depth interviews 

analyzed as if the participants had been interviewed as a group and compared 

to focus groups. 

Participant Observation. A qualitative research tool in which data on 

the research subjects is collected through direct observations of the subjects 

in their relevant environment. 

Qualitative research. Exploration of feelings and perspectives of 

research subjects through interviews, observations, written documents. Data 

analysis techniques are non-quantitative. 

Quantitative research. Quantification of specific research variables 

measured in research subjects through a variety of data collection methods 

such as surveys, test questions, and physical measurements. 
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Semantic Differential. A tool used to measure concepts by using five 

to seven scale steps with bipolar adjectives at each end of the scale. 

Svnerqy. Combined action which produces effects greater than the 

summed effects of the individual components. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Qualitative Research 

Considerable discussion exists among researchers concerning the 

appropriateness of qualitative or quantitative research methods. Achterberg 

(19) states that the root of the debate between quantitative and qualitative 

research is philosophical and the phrases "qualitative methods" and 

"quantitative methods" mean far more than data-collecting techniques. 

The qualitative approach is derived from the naturalistic philosophy. This 

view states that reality is constructed and shaped by the human mind, and 

therefore there are multiple realities in the world (19). Sykes (20) points out 

that qualitative data collection methods use a variety of approaches which are 

designed to take into account the varying objective and subjective experiences 

of the study population. Patton (21) states that these methods are designed 

to explore the universe in a way that "permits the evaluator to understand and 

capture the perspective of participants without predetermining their perspective 

through prior selection of questionnaire categories". Lofland (22) says that 

"from the realms of philosophical discourse, qualitative social research has 

acquired the connotation of minimizing the presuppositions with which one 

approaches the empirical world...". 
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Patton (21) further explains that the philosophical roots of qualitative 

methods emphasize the importance of understanding the meanings of human 

behavior and the social-cultural context of social interaction. 

Jones (23) states that in order to understand why persons act as they 

do we need to understand the meaning and significance they give to their 

actions. 

Achterberg (19) contrasts this naturalistic approach to Bacon's positivist 

philosophy of science which is the basis for quantitative methods. It states 

that reality exists as a single truth independent of human beings and subject to 

general laws that predict and determine causality for all physical and social 

phenomenon. Smith (24) states that the quantitative tradition with its realist 

orientation is based on the idea of an independently existing social reality that 

could be described as it really was. Truth was defined as a correspondence 

between our words and that independently existing reality; a God's Eye point 

of view. Quantitative data collection methods use standardized measures that 

fit diverse various opinions and experiences into predetermined response 

categories (21). 

Quantitative research uses the hypothetical-deductive approach of 

experimental designs, which requires the specification of main variables and the 

statement of specific research hypothesis before data collection begins (21). 

Formulated ideas and hypotheses are tested out in data collected specifically 
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for that purpose (20). Qualitative methods, on the other hand, are particularly 

oriented toward inductive logic. Inductive designs begin with specific 

observations and build toward general patterns and the development of 

hypotheses. This approach is focused on exploration and discovery (21). 

Quantitative research facilitates the comparison and statistical 

aggregation of large amounts of data. Patton (21) contrasts this with 

qualitative methods, which typically produce a wealth of detailed data about 

a much smaller number of people and cases. Goldman and McDonald (25) 

state that while quantitative research is concerned with counting things to 

arrive at statistically projectable data, qualitative research addresses the nature 

or structure of attitudes and motivations rather that their frequency and 

distribution. 

Qualitative research can be categorized in one of three ways: 

1. Exploratory, defining problems more 

fully, suggesting hypotheses for further 

testing, generating new ideas, and 

obtaining initial responses to those 

ideas, 

2. Orientation, learning the viewpoint and 

vocabulary of the subject and 



introducing the researcher to a new or 

unfamiliar environment, 

3. Clinical, gaining insights into topics 

which otherwise might be very difficult 

to pursue with structured research 

methodology (26). 

Many researchers find that a combination of quantitative and qualitative 

methods give them the best view of the phenomenon being studied. Sieber 

(27) summarized some of the ways that qualitative and quantitative research 

methods can be integrated: 

1. The theoretical structure to guide the 

quantitative analysis can be derived 

from the qualitative field work, 

2. The quantitative results can be 

validated by reference to direct 

observations or interviews from the 

qualitative research component, 

3. The selection of items and construction 

of scales or other indices used in 

quantitative research can be based on 
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field observations from the qualitative 

research component, 

4. Statistical constructs used in 

quantitative research can be validated 

by comparison with field observations 

from the qualitative research 

component, and 

5. Puzzling replies on a survey 

questionnaire used in quantitative 

research can be clarified with the field 

data from the qualitative research 

component. 

Allardt (28) states that "..in order to make the results and interpretations 

informative, the quantitative studies have to be followed by qualitative ones by 

which one can dig deeply and thoroughly into the subject matter". Miles and 

Huberman (16) stress that the bottom line in the integration of qualitative 

methods with quantitative methods is that the qualitative methods provide the 

context of meanings in which the quantitative methods can be understood. 



Validity and Reliability 

Quantitative researchers commonly discount qualitative research due to 

its lack of statistical power and they question the reliability and validity of its 

data collection methods. 

In the quest for validity, quantitative scientists assume a single right 

answer which can be found with pre-formed questions developed by the 

researcher based on his or her assumptions about the population under study. 

Patton (21) points out that qualitative methods assume multiple perspectives 

and multiple truths depending on different points of views. "It is crucial for 

validity and consequently for reliability to try to picture the empirical social 

world as it actually exists to those under investigation, rather than as the 

researcher imagines it to be" (29). Reynolds and Johnson (30) state that 

"quantitative findings depend on respondents' ability to make sensible replies 

on issues that are often difficult to frame as simple, straightforward interview 

questions, and the circumstances of the normal questionnaire survey do not 

permit the flexible give and take between interviewer and respondent that 

assures the question was correctly understood". Lincoln and Guba (31) quote 

statistician John Tukey as stating that "it is better to have an approximate 

answer to the right question, which is often vague, than to have an exact 

answer to the wrong question, which can always be made more precise". 



Validity can be established when data are provided which match those 

generated by an alternative procedure, itself accepted as valid (20). Reynolds 

and Johnson (30) compared a quantitative study on consumer changes in 

behavior regarding food shopping and preparation to a qualitative study which 

looked at the same topic. They found convergence on all but one issue when 

comparing the quantitative survey to the qualitative study, based on data 

gathered from 20 focus groups, providing criterion validity for the qualitative 

findings. 

Qualitative data collection methods, usually observations and/or 

interviews, are often criticized for their openness to the biases of the 

observer/interviewer. However, the ways in which tests and questionnaires are 

constructed are no less open to the intrusion of evaluator's biases than the 

making of observations in the field or the asking of questions in interviews. 

Numbers do not protect against bias but they sometimes disguise it (21). 

Patton (21) points out that all statistical data are based on someone's definition 

of what to measure and how to measure it. Jones (23), a qualitative 

researcher, states that "we use our 'bias' as human beings creatively and 

contingently to develop particular relationships with particular people so that 

they can tell us about their worlds and we can hear them. In doing this we use 

ourselves as research instruments to try and empathize with other human 

beings". During an interview, the moderator who shows a sincere interest in 



the responses of the participants seems less likely to influence and therefore 

bias their responses (32). 

Sykes (20) states that the major concern about the reliability of 

qualitative data is that, due to the flexibility of data collection and the lack of 

rigid experimental control, the results are not conducive to being replicated. 

However, she points out that there is empirical evidence to refute as well as 

support this criticism. 

A common belief among quantitative researchers in the scientific world 

is that, in order for data to be reliable, all respondents must be asked the same 

set of questions in the same way (25). Quantitative data asks a large number 

of people the same questions in precisely the same way and is generally 

regarded as more reliable. An interview, Jones (23) points out, is a 

complicated, shifting, social process occurring between two individual human 

beings which can never be exactly replicated. According to Hedges (33), 

qualitative research tools reveal that "underneath the mess of language lies a 

mess of thought and a tangle of behavior. Ambivalence and inconsistency are 

real and if our research tools cannot recognize this, they will not help us to a 

very profound understanding of human thought and behavior". This is not to 

say that qualitative researchers do not strive for consistency. Miles and 

Huberman (16) state that "we need to be confident that the conclusions are not 

unreasonable, that another researcher facing the data would reach a conclusion 
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that falls in the same general 'truth space"'. They go on to say that "it is 

important to evolve a set of valid and verifiable methods for capturing those 

social relationships and their causes. We want to interpret and explain these 

phenomena and have confidence that others using the same tools would arrive 

at analogous conclusions". 

Sykes (20) delineates the criteria for determining the reliability of 

qualitative findings. Findings are reliable if another researcher, presented with 

the same set of data, is able to follow and carry out the same analysis and 

arrive at the same set of conclusions. If the two researchers were to arrive at 

different interpretations of the data then a third researcher would be able to see 

how and why they had arrived at their different interpretations and use his or 

her judgement to decide which interpretation to accept. 

Sampling 

The statistical analysis of quantitative data determines the method of 

sampling, as well as the number of subjects needed to give a statistical 

difference in a given research project. 

Goldman and McDonald (25) states that with qualitative studies, 

respondents are seldom selected on a random basis because statistical 

projectability is not the goal. Convenience and fortuity govern the selection 

and number of respondents interviewed. Patton (21) says that in a qualitative 
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research project, the sample should be large enough to be credible given the 

purpose of the study, but small enough to permit adequate depth and detail for 

each case or unit in the sample. 

Patton (21) discusses the advantage of "purposeful sampling". This 

method of sampling, which is often used in qualitative studies, selects 

information-rich cases for study in-depth. Information-rich cases are defined 

as those from which one can learn a great deal about issues of central 

importance to the purpose of the evaluation. There are no guidelines for 

determining the size of purposeful samples. 

Patton (21) also discusses maximum variation sampling. This sampling 

procedure aims at capturing and describing central themes or principal 

outcomes that cut across a great deal of participant or program variation. The 

data collection and analysis will yield two kinds of findings: 1) high-quality, 

detailed descriptions of each case which are useful for documenting uniqueness 

and, 2) important shared patterns which cut across cases and which derive 

their significance from having emerged out of heterogeneity. 

Lofland (22) reports that "qualitative studies are typically based on only 

about 20-50 interviews. Given the material management problem, numbers in 

that range seem quite reasonable. The researcher legitimately sacrifices 

breadth for depth". Goldman and McDonald (25) state that "...qualitative 

research should be designed to focus attention on the most relevant issues... 



32 

it is advisable to define the universe carefully, even narrowly, in order to 

maximize the yield of information" 

Lofland (22) further states that "the preference for smaller units is part 

of the epistemological bias of the naturalist... they tend to believe that the 

comparative and composite analysis of smaller-scale units is a more valid basis 

for generalizing 'up' to larger-scale units, such as social classes and entire 

societies". 

Conventional wisdom among quantitative researchers states that, as a 

result of small purposeful samples, making inferences from qualitative data is 

usually not encouraged. However, Reynolds and Johnson (30) offer empirical 

evidence that qualitative data can be used to make generalizations. 

Analysis and interpretation 

"There is a constant interplay between the observation of realities and 

the formation of concepts, between research and theorizing, between 

perception and explanation" (34). These observations produce large amounts 

of data; therefore, data reduction is necessary. Miles and Huberman (35) 

define data reduction as the process of selecting, focusing, simplifying, 

abstracting, and transforming the raw data. 

Once the data has been reduced to a manageable quantity, analysis must 

begin. Content analysis of qualitative data brings order to the data, organizing 



what is there into patterns, categories, and basic descriptive units (21). Jones 

(23) explains that categories emerge out of the examination of the data by 

researchers who study it without firm preconceptions dictating relevances in 

concepts and hypotheses beforehand. This reflects Glaser's (16) empirically 

grounded approach to the data. Jones (23) explains that theory which is 

grounded in the concepts and theorizing of the people it is about is likely to fit 

and work as the basis for explanation and prediction. 

After analysis of the data must come interpretation. Patton (21) 

describes this step as attaching meaning and significance to the analysis, 

explaining descriptive patterns, and looking for relationships and linkages 

among descriptive dimensions. Hedges (33) states that interpretation exists on 

two levels: deducing what people mean from what they say, and assessing the 

implications of what is said for the problem at hand. 

Goldman and McDonald (25) feel that the goal in qualitative analysis is 

generalization. They say that if we cannot generalize from qualitative data, the 

analysis is of no value. They emphasize that the goal of qualitative analysis is 

not to draw statistical inferences, but just to generalize. McQuarrie and 

Mclntyre (36) state that responses in a group discussion can be used to 

generalize the domain of responses present in the study population. 

Likewise, Patton (21) feels that researchers can extrapolate from 

qualitative data and defines extrapolations as modest speculations on the likely 
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applicability of findings to other situations under similar, but not identical 

conditions. 

Types of Qualitative Research 

Qualitative research seeks to generate data which gives detailed 

descriptions of situations, events, people, interactions, and observed behaviors; 

direct quotations from people about their experience, attitudes, beliefs, and 

thoughts (20). 

Wells (37) states that the role of the qualitative researcher is both to dig 

deep and to connect: searching for bridges on which a model of attitude and 

behavior can be based. Sykes (20) goes further in describing the role of the 

researcher. She states that the investigator gains a true knowledge and 

understanding only if he or she is able to enter the hearts and minds of the 

investigated. Research methods seeking to attain this include, at one extreme, 

participant observation and, at the other, interviews. 

Participant Observation 

Participant observation is used by a researcher engaged in the process 

of studying a culture or group of people different from his own (38). Lofland 

(22) defines this data collection technique as " a process in which an 

investigator establishes and sustains a many-sided and relatively long-term 
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relationship with a human association in its natural setting for the purpose of 

understanding a scientific understanding of that association". Spradley (39) 

describes participant observation as "participating in activities, asking 

questions, eating strange foods, learning a new language, watching 

ceremonies, taking field notes, washing clothes, writing letters home, tracing 

out genealogies, observing play, interviewing informants, and hundreds of other 

things". 

Morgan (17) feels that three major advantages of participant observation 

are the ability to collect data on a wide range of behaviors, a great variety of 

interactions, and a very open discussion of the research topic. However, a 

major limitation of this method is that it is highly labor intensive and therefore 

relatively expensive (21). 

Interviews 

Patton (21) states that "interviews add an inner perspective to outward 

behaviors. We interview to learn about things we cannot directly observe". 

Interviews alone can provide qualitative data rich in information. The purpose 

of interviewing is to allow us to enter the other person's perspective (21). 

Lofland (22) explains that the structured interview, used by quantitative 

researchers, seeks to determine the frequency of preconceived kinds of things, 



while the unstructured interview, used by qualitative researchers, seeks to find 

out what kinds of things exist in the first place. 

One type of unstructured interview is the one-on-one, or in-depth 

interview. Jones (23) states that in-depth interviews are designed with little 

structure other than a broad topic of discussion. Interviews in which 

interviewers have prepared a long list of questions which they are determined 

to ask, come what may, are not in-depth interviews. For, when using this 

method, the interviewers have already predicted in detail what is relevant and 

meaningful to their respondents about the research topic. 

However, as Patton (21) points out, with the true in-depth interview the 

interviewee is allowed to determine what is important and relevant to his or her 

world regarding the research topic. The one-on-one personal nature of the 

interview allows the interviewer to probe for information-rich data. Probes are 

used to deepen the response to a question, to increase the richness of the data 

being obtained, and to give cues to the interviewee about the level of response 

that is desired. This is not to imply that the in-depth interview is not without 

some level of guidance in pursuit of answers to the research questions. Jones 

(23) says that when using the in-depth interview there should be a balance in 

the interview between restricting ambiguity and restricting structure. 

Patton (21) discusses two approaches to conducting in-depth interviews. 

The informal conversational interview approach relies entirely on the 
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spontaneous generation of questions in the natural flow of an interaction. The 

data gathered from informal conversational interviews will be different for each 

person interviewed. Interview questions will change over time, and each 

interview builds upon the preceding ones, expanding information that was 

picked up previously, and moving in new directions. 

Patton (21) points out, however, that a weakness of this method is that 

it is more open to interviewer effects in that it depends upon the conversational 

skills of the interviewer to a greater extent than do more formal, standardized 

formats. Also, data obtained from informal conversational interviews are also 

difficult to pull together and analyze. 

Another approach to the in-depth interview, according to Patton (21), is 

to use an interview guide. An interview guide can be used to assure that 

essentially the same questions are asked in each interview. "The interview 

guide simply serves as a basic checklist during the interview to make sure that 

all relevant topics are covered". Using an interview guide can minimize the 

difficulties of pulling together the data in that there is more consistency 

between interviews as to the type of data generated. 

Greenbaum (40) lists some of the benefits of one-on-one interviews as 

flexibility, confidentiality, purity, depth of information, portability, and individual 

focus. He states that some of the limitations are cost, time, client involvement, 

and potential for sampling problems. 



The most frequently used method of qualitative research today is the 

focus group interview (40). A focus group interview is an interview with a 

small group of people on a specific topic. Focus group interviewing was 

developed when it was recognized that many of the consumer decisions that 

people make are made in a social context, often growing out of discussions 

with other people (21). Focus groups capitalize on the interactions which occur 

in social settings (20). 

Marketing researchers began using focus groups in the 1950's as a way 

of simulating the consumer group process of decision making in order to gather 

more accurate information about consumer product preferences (40). The 

object is to get high-quality data in a social context where people can consider 

their own views in the context of the views of others (21). Achterberg (19) 

states that focus groups are designed to pinpoint common barriers or reactions 

to certain ideas or products; they are not designed to reflect individual 

understanding or changes in understanding due to exposure to a piece of 

educational material. 

As a general rule, a focus group should be as homogeneous as possible. 

Individual group sessions should generally include people of the same sex and 

also of reasonable close age. A span of approximately 15 years in age is the 

generally accepted range (40). Most focus group users prefer using strangers 

in their groups. It is assumed that people are likely to be inhibited in their 



discussion about a topic when a friend is in the room (40). However, empirical 

studies have shown that even when groups consist of friends there is no 

significant difference in the quantity and quality of ideas generated by the 

groups (41, 42). 

Focus group interviews are conducted by a skilled moderator. 

Greenbaum (40) states that the moderator is probably the most significant 

variable that will determine whether the groups that are conducted generate 

high-quality information. Goldman and McDonald (25) describe an effective 

moderator as pleasant, accepting, supportive, and, above all, scientifically 

dispassionate regarding the issues explored in the group. Greenbaum (40) 

states that the moderator must be a good listener, very interested in people, 

able to establish rapport with and gain the confidence of the participants, and 

able to make them feel relaxed and willing to talk. He recommends that a 

moderator be someone who relates to the group as a peer, friend, or confidant. 

He further states that "an effective moderator will communicate to the group 

that her or she has some knowledge about the subject at hand but is not an 

expert. If the group feels the moderator is an expert, they will begin to ask 

questions about the topic rather than provide answers or a discussion of their 

view". Greenbaum (40) states that "the overall mission of a moderator is to 

elicit inputs from the assembled group that will achieve the objectives of the 

focus group session". And, according to Goldman and McDonald (25), 



40 

moderators must "deliberately probe for clarification when participants' 

attitudes are not fully formed or they insist on providing trite and superficial 

responses" 

Goldman and McDonald (25) state that when a study involves four or six 

groups, it is usually desirable to have only one moderator conduct all of them. 

According to Crockett (43), a successful group interview depends on an 

environment that is relaxed and natural to encourage informal discussion. 

Interview guides, tape recorders, and post-interview comments can also lead 

to a successful focus group. 

Patton (21) defines an interview guide as a list of questions or issues 

that are to be explored in the course of an interview. A guide keeps the 

interview focused, but allows individual perspectives and experiences to 

emerge. Greenbaum (40) refers to the interview guide as a road map. A 

document that outlines the planned flow of discussion in a focus group session. 

Hedges (33) points out, however, that the interview guide should be 

subservient to opportunities which arise during the interview itself. Greenbaum 

(40) states that "it is often much more effective to deviate from the pre

arranged order of the guide in order to capitalize on the inputs of valuable 

discussion." 

Patton (21) states that in addition to increasing the accuracy of data 

collection, the use of a tape recorder permits the moderator to be more 
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attentive to the interviewee. He explains that the interactive nature of in-depth 

interviewing is seriously affected by the attempt to take verbatim notes during 

the interview. 

In Lofland's (22) discussion of the benefits of using a tape recorder, he 

says that 

"one's full attention must be focused on the interview. One must 
be thinking about probing for further explication or clarification of 
what he is now saying; formulating probes; linking up current talk 
with what he has already said; thinking ahead to putting in a new 
question that has now arisen and was not taken account of in the 
standing guide; and attending to the interviewee in a manner that 
communicates to him that you are indeed listening. All of this is 
hard enough simply in itself. Add to that the problem of writing 
it down - even if one takes shorthand in an expert fashion - and 
one can see that the process of note-taking in the interview 
decreases one's interviewing capacity. Therefore, if conceivably 
possible, tape record; then one can interview". 

Patton (21) stresses the importance of recording observations 

immediately following a focus group session. Observational data include where 

the interview occurred, who was present, how the interviewee reacted to the 

interview, and any additional information that would help establish a context 

for interpreting and making sense out of the interview. It is also worth 

recording observations about yourself as an interviewer. 

Group size varies somewhat among studies using focus groups. Patton 

(21) recommends six to eight people while Greenbaum (40) defines a focus 

group as eight to ten people. 
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Greenbaum (40) feels that there are several reasons why groups of less 

than eight people do not work as well. He believes that the data base on which 

to draw information is not large enough to provide maximum input, that the 

group dynamics do not work as well with small numbers of people as they do 

with larger numbers and that smaller groups are more likely to communicate to 

the respondents that they have been chosen to be the expert rather than 

average consumer who communicates what they personally feel. 

A smaller version of the focus group, termed the mini-group, consists of 

2-5 participants (33, 25, 26). Goldman and McDonald (25) state that a mini-

group may be appropriate when there are only a small number of eligible 

respondents in the community, the agenda is limited, or when the benefits of 

a group process can be obtained at lower cost and/or greater efficiency than 

with a series of individual interviews. 

Goldman and McDonald (25) have found that most research issues can 

be addressed satisfactorily with no more than six to eight groups and four are 

often entirely adequate. Two groups would be an absolute minimum. In 

practice four to six groups probably form a reasonable minimum for a serious 

project (33). 

Hedges (33) believes that focus groups are preferred when social context 

is important, when understanding and insight are required, and when idea 



generation is a goal. However, studies have shown that groups are less 

effective than individual interviews in generating ideas (41, 36). 

Lofland (22) states that focus groups are most productive when topics 

are: (1) reasonably public and not matters of embarrassment, (2) when there 

is the advantage of allowing people time to reflect and to recall experiences, (3) 

when something one person mentions spurs the memories and opinions in 

others, (4) when, by allowing moments of not having to talk, of being able to 

listen to others, each person is allowed to rethink and amend any initial account 

that upon reflection seems in need of amplification, qualification, amendment, 

or contradiction, (5) and when people may not agree with one another on 

matters of opinion, providing instances of interchange between contrasting 

perspectives. 

Greenbaum (40) feels that, contrary to those researchers who feel that 

people are less willing to talk about certain topics in a group setting, many 

users of focus groups feel that this method of collecting qualitative data works 

because most people feel more comfortable talking about almost any subject 

when they are involved in a discussion as part of a group. Numerous focus 

group users also believe that the interaction among the members of a group will 

result in the participants' being more talkative due to the stimulation generated 

by the feelings of others in the group and that the group dynamics provide 

insights into how peer pressure plays a role in the degree of overall acceptance 
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of a concept, product, or idea being presented. Many individuals find security 

in a group setting and sharing their experiences can stimulate spontaneous 

expressions that reveal commonly-held perceptions and emotions (44). 

However, as Sykes (20) notes, group dynamics can threaten the validity 

of the data. Groups are more influenced by social norms than individuals 

responding separately. 

Trenkner and Achterberg (44) state that focus groups may uncover 

sound ideas or problems not anticipated by the researcher, making a crucial 

difference in the success of the project. They also state that focus groups are 

economical to conduct and results are obtained quickly. 

Several disadvantages of focus groups have been noted as well. The 

number of questions that can be asked is limited since the response time for a 

given question is increased as the number of people participating in the 

discussion increases (40). As a result of this, as Hedges (33) points out, there 

is less time to explore each person's response in-depth. Researchers have less 

control of the outcome than when an individual interview or survey is used 

(44). Some focus group researchers also believe that facilitating and 

conducting a focus group interview is more difficult than an in-depth interview 

due to the considerable group process skills it requires (40). The moderator 

must be trained to lead the discussion in a way that encourages the free flow 

of ideas while staying within a constructive framework (44). Also, it has been 
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found that the logistics of getting a group of people together is more difficult 

than setting up individual interviews (40, 44). When comparing focus group 

data to quantitative date, it is more difficult to analyze focus group data 

(comments, quotes, and the moderator's perceptions) than to analyze the 

means, standard deviations, and distributions from survey data (44). 

Interpretation of focus group results is usually based on overall 

impressions, notes taken during the session, and direct quotations from the 

transcribed tapes. Information taken directly from the tape is the least biased. 

Trenkner and Achterberg (44) state that caution must be taken in the 

interpretation of focus group participants' responses in that they may be biased 

by group interaction, the types of questions posed, and the context in which 

the group is conducted. 

Qualitative Research Subjects 

Cannon et al.(48) finds that although qualitative research on women has 

accumulated useful data in many substantive areas, too often the emergent 

body of knowledge excludes women of color and working-class women. Their 

study of race and class bias among women in qualitative research found that 

white women working in male-dominated occupations who were raised in 

middle-class families volunteered more than any other group. Their study 

suggests that researchers who are committed to incorporating subjects of 
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different races and classes in their qualitative research designs must be 

prepared to allow more time and money for subject recruitment and data 

collection (48). They concluded that dominant-group women have less reason 

than minority-group women to suspect that they or members of their group will 

be exploited in research. 

Riessman (49) found in her study of women interviewing women that 

gender was apparently not enough to create the shared understandings 

necessary for a successful interview. She found that the bond between the 

Anglo female interviewer and Hispanic female interviewee was insufficient to 

create the shared meanings that could transcend the division between them. 

She concluded that in the research interview it is likely that lack of shared 

cultural norms for telling a story, making a point, giving an explanation and so 

forth can create barriers to understanding. 

Menendez (50) describes Hispanics as "virgin" research participants in 

qualitative research. She states that they may feel overwhelmed and 

intimidated and that they may do better in a focus group rather than in a one-

on-one interview because groups can "provide an environment in which a quiet 

individual can feel the support of peers and open up" (50). 

Menendez (50), co-founder of Research Resources, defines a Hispanic 

subject for participation in Hispanic focus group as someone who speaks 

Spanish, lives in a household where Spanish is spoken half the time or more, 
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has an appropriate ethnic background, and uses hispanic media five hours a 

week or more. Menendez (50) recommends that in Hispanic groups, genders 

are not mixed because "the men in Hispanic focus groups tend to dominate". 

Nutrition Research Using Qualitative Methods 

Focus groups are used in nutrition research in many ways: exploring 

perceptions, assessing need, and evaluation. Some examples follow. 

Trenkner and Achterberg (44) used focus groups to augment individual 

interviews in the evaluation of bulletin HG232 "Dietary Guidelines for 

Americans". Each group contained 4-6 participants and each group was 

videotaped. Analysis included tallying positive, negative, and neutral comments 

about the bulletins. These groups resulted in good information on the perceived 

usability of a variety of nutrition education print materials and made specific 

suggestions for improving bulletin HG232. 

Betts et al. (45) used focus groups and in-depth interviews to solicit the 

perspective of functionally literate adults about bulletin HG232 (1-11) "Dietary 

Guidelines and your Diet". This research resulted in a prototype bulletin which 

presented information about the dietary guidelines at a reading level accessible 

to functionally literate adults. 

Betts (46) used the focus group approach to help measure food 

perceptions among the elderly. She concluded that expense and health-
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promoting qualities of food were strong perceptions and that nutrition 

education emphasizing food budgeting and health promotion would be most 

acceptable in this population. 

Crockett, et al. (43) used focus groups as a way of assessing the needs 

of the elderly for nutrition education. Knowledge about the target population 

is necessary to plan an intervention that uses preferred educational approaches 

and that is appropriate for the group's lifestyle, beliefs, and interests. The 

purpose of their study was to conduct focus groups to gain insight into these 

variables. They found that looking better, feeling better, and living longer were 

important factors influencing food choices in this population. 

Lewis and Yetley (47) gathered information on the utility and 

appropriateness of selected components of nutrition label formats using four 

focus groups. These focus group participants stressed to the researchers the 

importance of simplicity in any label design. These results will be used in 

conjunction with ongoing experimental and quantitative research studies being 

conducted by the Food and Drug Administration. 

Focus Groups Versus In-Depth Interviews 

Greenbaum (40) states that a key differentiating factor between focus 

groups and the in-depth interview is the number of respondents who participate 
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in the question-and-answer process at the same time. Goldman and McDonald 

(25) report that a focus group (4-10 people) lasts about 2 hours and that an in-

depth interview (one person) last about 45 minutes. 

Morgan (17) reviews some of the accepted or assumed advantages of 

focus group interviews over the individual in-depth interview. In focus groups, 

participants' interaction among themselves replaces their interaction with the 

interviewer, leading to a greater emphasis on the participants' points of view. 

Trenkner and Achterberg (44) state that focus groups provide a setting in 

which issues important to the consumer rather than the researcher (interviewer) 

can surface. Contrary to Greenbaum (40), Morgan (17) believes that focus 

groups require less preparation. He bases this on the belief that the focus 

group moderator requires fewer skills than the interviewer. An obvious 

advantage is time. A greater number of people may be interviewed in the focus 

group format than with individual interviews in a given time frame. 

Fern (41) points out another assumption about focus groups generally 

accepted among researchers. It is widely believed that the group's output is 

in some way better than the output from several individual interviews. Cohen 

(26) states that in most focus groups, and particularly those used for 

generating ideas, a synergy is thought to develop. This assumption is based 

on the belief that two heads are better than one. However, it may also be true 

that members of focus groups will feel more inhibited by the presence of others 
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and would be more open in a private one-on-one interaction when discussing 

certain topics. 

Goldman and McDonald (25) point out "one argument against groups is 

that they sacrifice some individual depth and detail by tending to preclude a 

direct response from every participant on every issue. We believe however, 

that the benefits of interaction generally tend to outweigh that loss of individual 

detail". 

One accepted advantage of the individual interview over the focus group 

interview is the generally higher level of researcher control over interaction in 

individual interviewing. This translates into a comparative advantage in 

managing what data are actually collected (17). 

Hedges (33) states that perhaps the most obvious reason for 

interviewing in groups is cost and speed. However, if groups are used when 

it was better to use individual interviews, you have only saved money in a 

superficial sense, and may in real terms have spent it wastefully. 

Factors Influencing Food Choices: Current Knowledge 

Physiological needs usually ensure that one eats, but psychological needs 

determine what one chooses to eat (51). According to Cosper (52), food 

habits can be defined as the way in which individuals, in response to social, 

cultural, personal, and situational pressures, select, consume, and utilize 



portions of available food supply. Bennett et al. (53) say that "between human 

beings and foodstuffs in the natural environment there exists a cultural screen, 

which modifies and controls the selection of available foods". 

When looking specifically at knowledge and attitudes as factors, Melby 

et al. (54) found that nutrition-related beliefs and food behaviors were only 

weakly correlated. "While attitudes and beliefs may be contributing factors to 

dietary practices, they are not sole determinants. Taste preferences, ease of 

access to food, finances, and other factors also play important roles in 

determining eating habits". Steelman (55) states that behavior with respect to 

an object (such as food) is always a function of at least two attitudes: attitude 

toward object and attitude toward the situation within which the object is 

encountered. A study of attitudes toward food must be viewed from the 

perspective of various situations. 

Lewis et al. (56) reports that the role of specific factors in influencing a 

nutrition /health-oriented commitment has not been well delineated. Johnson 

and Johnson (57) indicated that despite the fact that external factors (such as 

advertising and desire to be similar to peers) may have more impact on 

immediate behavior than do internal influences (such as knowledge and 

personality characteristics) the degree to which the set of internal influence is 

related to the behavior has been the subject of considerable debate. 



52 

An obvious factor influencing food choices in any population is food 

preference. Yet, Randall and Sanjur (58) suggest that while food preference 

and consumption are closely related, their actual relationship is complex and 

not fully understood. 

Lewis (56) points out that nutrition intervention programs are not always 

successful, and in some cases, an insufficient understanding of the 

interrelationships among factors influencing health behaviors may be 

responsible for the failures. Harris et al. (59) state that an understanding of 

food habit formation will provide a productive avenue for community nutrition 

intervention and food habit modification. 

Marrale (51) has listed factors that can influence adolescents: lack of 

time due to involvement in many activities; priority of peer activities over 

eating; lack of guidance in selection of meals away from home; eating of most 

foods outside the home; concern that certain foods cause or aggravate acne; 

fear of underweight or lack of muscle; desire to excel in athletics; exclusion of 

certain foods from the diet on a regular basis; skipping meals; and lack of 

knowledge regarding nutritional needs 

Eckstein (60) believes that a variety of economic, temporal, and 

educational factors lead to unhealthy eating habits in young adults and that 

these habits could become permanent. In addition, Novascone and Hertzler 
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(61) found that the media was a major source of nutrition information for 

college students. 

Diets of ethnic minority groups in the U.S. may be influenced by the 

nature of the traditional diet, the degree to which this diet has been adapted to 

or replaced by dietary patterns dominant in the United States, availability of 

preferred foods, and acculturation (62). 

Scientists have used many different quantitative instruments to measure 

and compare the nutritional attitudes, habits, and knowledge of Americans. 

These quantitative instruments have been used in an attempt to better 

understand the factors that influence the eating habits of many different 

populations within the United States. The traditional model has considered age, 

gender, educational background, socioeconomic index, ethnicity, nutrition 

knowledge, and attitudes (56). 

Worsley and Leitch (63) used a semantic differential inventory to 

examine the influence of age and cultural backgrounds on female high school 

students' perceptions of foods. Using this instrument, subjects rated their 

favorite and most disliked foods according to 35 descriptive pairs and 

responses were scored on a seven-point scale. They concluded that age, 

ethnicity, and educational background influenced food perceptions and 

ultimately food choices in this population. 
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Three-day dietary records were used by Beerman (64) to compare 

nutrient intakes according to residence type among college students. They 

found that a student's residence not only affected food selection but also 

significantly influenced nutrient intake. The author concludes that the sororities 

and fraternities may have had higher nutrient intakes due to the fact that meals 

were pre-paid and served family-style. 

Mitchell (65) used a 41-item questionnaire to examine changes in 

student's concerns, practices, and food and nutrition knowledge after a 

semester of studying basic nutrition. Researchers determined a priori the 

factors to be considered. All nutrition students said that they learned a lot, but 

most did not perceive changes in eating habits as a result of the class. College 

students indicated that the greatest value of improved nutrition was better 

health in the future. 

Cosper and Wakefield (52) used a demographic and attitudinal 

questionnaire to determine factors which influence food choices for 591 

women in Kansas, the majority of whom were homemakers. Analysis of the 

questionnaire indicated that personal and family preferences were the dominant 

motivational factors for this population while advertising was the least 

influential. Again, these researchers pre-determined the factors to explore. 

Hart and Little (66) used a 24-hour dietary recall instrument to quantify 

and compare nutrient intakes in elderly Hispanics and Caucasians. They found 
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that ethnic factors appear to be influencing certain nutrient intakes in these two 

populations. These authors make the assumption that because the subjects 

were obtained from the same suburbs, that these differences were in large part 

due to ethnic food patterns. 

Bartholomew et al. (67) used a food frequency survey to find that 

ethnicity was most important in predicting variance in weekly food frequency 

intakes between elderly Mexican-Americans and elderly non-Hispanic whites 

from the same neighborhood. 

A survey conducted by the Food Marketing Institute (68) found certain 

factors to be important to the Hispanic shopper. Compared to the non-Hispanic 

consumer, Hispanics appeared to find greater enjoyment in preparing meals and 

shopping. They often took their family members with them when they went 

to the grocery store and traveled a mile or less to the store. Hispanics were 

found to be both store loyal and brand loyal. Friendliness and quick service 

were important factors for Hispanics when choosing a store. The top five 

factors considered by Hispanics when choosing a store were: friendly clerks, 

fast service, convenient location, and quality of meats, fruits, and vegetables. 

These five factors do not differ from the non-Hispanic shopper except with 

regard to the importance of friendliness (68). 

Lewis et al. (56) used the social cognitive model to explain the 

interrelationship between factors which influence food behavior. They 
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measured factors using a two-part questionnaire. The first part consisted of a 

food frequency questionnaire and demographic information, while the second 

part assessed the differential association factors (environmental factors), social 

and non-social reinforcement, and behavior modeling, using 59 Likert scale 

items. This model explained as much or more of the variance in frequency of 

consumption as the traditional model (age, sex, education, socioeconomic 

index, nutrition knowledge, and attitude). Using path analysis, they found that 

the variables for social reinforcement, behavior modeling, and nutrition 

knowledge functioned more meaningfully within the model if they were placed 

"prior" to attitudes, commitment, and taste enjoyment. 

One of the major limitations of these studies is that these survey 

methods were not designed to capture possible influences beyond those 

identified "a priori" by the researchers (69). Qualitative researchers would note 

that many assumptions were made with no real knowledge of why the 

observations occurred. 

Traditionally, nutrition education evaluation research has been 

quantitative in nature, depending primarily on survey questionnaires that assess 

knowledge, attitudes, and behavior. However, nutrition educators are 

becoming increasingly aware of the inadequacy of evaluation results that are 

based exclusively on quantitative data. Such accounts often do not provide 

educators with any detailed insight as to how or why the changes were 
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achieved (19). More researchers are becoming aware of the benefits of 

qualitative research. 

Dennis and Shifflett (70) proposed a model that described dietary habits 

as a three-dimensional construct composed of foods consumed on any one day, 

foods frequently consumed over time, and food ideology. They noted that the 

quantitative measure of nutrient intake was closely related to the first 

dimension of food habits while the qualitative description of foods eaten was 

more related to the second dimension. 

Harris et al. (59) collected information on the second and third 

dimensions of Dennis and Shifflett's (70) model using a food frequency 

questionnaire. The qualitative consideration of foods and food groups revealed 

multiple socio-cultural patterns of food use. They found, in their population of 

Native American, Hispanic and Anglo children, ranging in age from 9 to 16 

years, differences in food consumption and preferences when compared to the 

Nationwide Food Consumption Survey. The authors concluded that these 

differences were due to cultural differences. Additional work with these 

populations found that a large minority of foods showed significant differences 

in food consumption by ethnicity and a majority of foods showed significant 

differences in liking or preferences by ethnicity. It appears that factors other 

than just preference were influencing food consumption in these populations. 



Farkas (71) has stated that nutrition educators must know more than the 

culture's food habits and eating practices. They must also understand the 

symbolic meaning of food within the culture. In addition, culturally specific 

communication patterns can influence nutrition education counseling. 

Kirk and Gillespie (69) state that focus groups are an efficient way to 

obtain insightful data about a topic such as family food choices. They used 

five focus groups, containing 6-8 participants per group, to better understand 

working mothers' food choices by exploring the mother's perspectives and 

understandings related to these choices. Rather than using the data to test a 

prior theory, the women's individual responses were analyzed for themes and 

then relevant theories were reviewed to identify those useful in explaining the 

themes observed in the data. They concluded that different perspectives or 

combinations of perspectives are used by mothers when they make food 

choices. These findings have important implications for nutrition education in 

that they can help educators focus on the emotional attachments associated 

with the different perspectives. 

Porter (72) proposed to take undergraduate students through a sequence 

of in-depth and focus group interviews that would probe their reasons for 

choosing foods and their potential for changing these patterns when given 

increased understanding about their own motivations. Porter (72) felt that "the 

focus groups will encourage the students to discuss their feelings, attitudes, 



and perceptions related to their food choices". Porter (72) believes that there 

are patterns of behavior in food choice for each individual that are a result of 

their predispositions and the context in which they are living. Channels for 

increasing awareness of these patterns, so that individuals are in a better 

position to change them if they so choose, are those of concept mapping and 

focus groups. In most of the literature reviewed, focus groups have been used 

as a preliminary data gathering method to develop an appropriate and relevant 

instrument. Here, Porter suggests using focus groups as an intervention tool. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS AND PROCEDURES 

The methods and procedures used in comparing the relative effectiveness 

of the focus group interview and the in-depth interview are presented in this 

chapter as follows: (1) the sample, (2) procedures for training of interviewers, 

(3) procedures for in-depth/focus group interviews, and (4) data analysis. 

The Sample 

The target population was Hispanic and Anglo female college students 

who were full-time students (enrolled in 12 or more units) at either The 

University of Arizona or Pima Community College, and were between 18 and 

24 years of age. Eight focus groups were conducted, four Anglo and four 

Hispanic (25 subjects), and 28 in-depth interviews were completed, 16 Anglo 

and 12 Hispanic. 

Recruitment for the study was through announcements made at 

undergraduate level classes and campus club meetings on both campuses. 

Classes which contained a large number of undergraduate students in the 

appropriate age range were targeted. Classes and clubs containing a majority 

of Nutrition and Food Science majors were avoided. Consent for making the 

announcements was obtained from individual instructors and club presidents. 
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The announcements briefly stated the purpose of the study, the criteria for 

participating, and the time commitment involved. Female students in the right 

age range were asked to participate in a one hour interview on the topic of why 

they eat what they eat. All interested women were asked to sign a sheet after 

class or club meeting, giving their name, telephone numbers, and reporting their 

ethnicity. 

As an incentive for participation, the announcement included informing 

the class/club audience that all women who participated in the study became 

eligible for a cash drawing of $30.00. This cash drawing was conducted for 

both the Hispanic participants and the Anglo participants. 

Sign-up sheets were reviewed by the primary investigator, and students 

reporting an ethnicity other than Anglo or Hispanic were eliminated. Those that 

were eliminated were contacted by phone, informed that they were ineligible 

for the study, and thanked for their willingness to participate. 

Procedures for Training of Interviewers 

There were three interviewers. The primary investigator served as one 

interviewer, and the other two interviewers were undergraduate students from 

the Department of Nutrition and Food Science. Four training sessions were 

conducted by the primary investigator before data collection began. The 

purpose of the training sessions was to familiarize all interviewers with the 
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skills and techniques for conducting in-depth and focus group interviews and 

to develop consistency in interviewing styles among the three interviewers. 

The undergraduate interviewers were trained on how to answer subjects' 

questions concerning the study, the appropriate techniques for asking questions 

during the interview, how to probe in order to elicit additional participant 

responses, how to avoid introducing new factors into the interview, how to 

avoid expressing personal bias, and how to be an active listener. Interviewers 

were also trained in order to be consistent in interview style, particularly in 

starting difficult interviews. 

The importance of confidentiality and anonymity was stressed. The 

correct procedure for explaining to subjects why a tape recorder was being 

used during the interviews was reviewed. The interviewers were instructed to 

inform the subjects that they would be referred to by numbers and not by 

names on all records. 

Each interviewer conducted at least one practice interview prior to the 

start of data collection. These practice interviews were reviewed and evaluated 

by the other interviewers. Feedback included comments on how well the 

interviewer probed for additional information and how well they avoided 

introducing factors that influence food choices during the interview. 
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Procedures for In-Depth/Focus Group Interviews 

All three interviewers conducted in-depth interviews. The primary 

investigator conducted all of the focus group interviews. The primary 

investigator assigned names of potential in-depth interview participants to the 

two assistant interviewers each week. These names were selected at random 

from the recruitment sign-up lists. Each interviewer contacted the student by 

phone to confirm their willingness to participate. Interested participants were 

contacted by phone within two weeks of signing up for the study to reduce the 

attrition rate. The interviewer then scheduled a mutually convenient interview 

time. 

Potential focus group participants were randomly drawn from the 

recruitment sign-up lists. Prior to contacting these participants, eight focus 

group interview times were scheduled over a ten month period. All group 

interviews were set for afternoons during the week which was considered the 

optimum time for college students to participate in an interview. 

The potential focus group subjects were contacted by phone within two 

weeks to determine what times they were available to participate in the study. 

If a participant was available for one of the scheduled group interviews she was 

assigned to that interview. If the days that the subject was available for an 

interview did not coincide with the group interview times, the primary 

investigator scheduled her for an in-depth interview. Thus, subjects were 
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assigned on a convenience basis. The subjects were not aware that there were 

two different types of interviews being conducted and were not given a choice 

as to which type of interview they preferred. 

Interviews were conducted in neutral locations on campus. The majority 

of the interviews were conducted in a vacant office. The remaining interviews 

were conducted in a quiet area at the campus recreation center. Both interview 

locations were centrally located on campus, offered a quiet, private place for 

the interview, and were familiar to the participants. 

Each interviewer was equipped with a tape recorder to be used during 

all interviews to ensure that all information given during the interview was 

documented for later analysis. The use of the tape recorder was explained to 

all participants at the start of the interview and each participant was free to 

express objections. No participants did. In addition to explaining the use of the 

tape recorder, each interviewer stated the purpose of the study, explained that 

the interview would last about one hour, and asked if there were any questions 

before beginning the interview. 

At the close of the interview, each participant completed a Semantic 

Differential (73) questionnaire. This questionnaire, a tool for measuring the 

participant's attitudes about a variety of aspects of the interview, took 

approximately three minutes to complete. Before leaving, each participant was 
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thanked for their time and cooperation and was reminded that they were now 

an eligible participant in the cash lottery. 

Within 24 hours after completing an interview, and preferably 

immediately following, the interviewer documented her impressions of the 

interview and listed possible factors that may have influenced its success. 

Some of the interviews were transcribed by the three interviewers but the 

majority were transcribed by a trained typist. These transcribed interviews 

were used for data analysis 

Data analysis 

Factors which influence food choices were identified by carefully reading 

each transcribed interview. Factors which were introduced into the interview 

by the interviewer and not the subject were dropped from analysis. Identified 

factors were assigned a code which allowed for quantification of factors for 

comparison between the two types of interviews. The transcribed interviews 

were coded using a code list that was generated by the data and updated as 

data was collected. This "grounded approach" to coding allows the researcher 

to develop a list of codes within the context of the research questions (18). 

For each transcribed interview a list of factors which were meaningful to 

the coder, relevant to the discussion topic, and unique rather than a re
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statement or elaboration of a previously stated factor was generated. This list 

represented the number of unique, relevant factors identified in the interview. 

Establishing validity of the coded data is necessary to ensure unbiased 

findings. An inter-rater reliability technique was used to improve the validity 

of the coded data. Initially, each interview was coded by two coders and each 

coder developed a list of factors. These lists were compared for agreements 

and disagreements. Inter-rater reliability was calculated by dividing the number 

of agreements by the total number of agreements and disagreements. Coding 

continued until an inter-rater reliability rate of 80% was reached. One coder 

coded the remaining interviews with both coders coding every eighth interview 

to insure that inter-rater reliability was maintained. Intra-rater reliability was 

also established with each coder. An intra-rater reliability of 88% was 

achieved. 

The list of factors for each interview was used to compare the quantity 

of factors identified through the in-depth interviews to those generated through 

focus group interviews. This comparison was done by comparing the mean 

number of factors generated by the in-depth interviews to the mean number of 

factors generated by the focus groups. In addition, the mean number of factors 

generated by the focus groups was compared to the mean number of factors 

generated by "nominal groups". Nominal groups consisted of three randomly 

chosen in-depth interviews analyzed together. 
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A comparison was made between Anglo and Hispanic participants in 

both types of interviews. The mean number of factors generated from Anglo 

in-depth and focus group interviews were compared to the mean number of 

factors generated from Hispanic in-depth and focus group interviews. 

Student's t-tests were done to determine if any observed differences were 

statistically significant. A comparison between the ethnic groups was also 

made to determine if factors influencing food choices are different for Anglo 

and Hispanic young women. Factors were considered major within each ethnic 

group if they were mentioned in at least 80% of the in-depth interviews and 

100% of the focus groups. 

Time requirements were calculated for in-depth, focus group, and 

nominal group interviews and compared. The mean number of hours it took to 

arrange, conduct, transcribe, and code each type of interview were compared. 

Relative costs of each interview type for personnel, equipment, and supplies 

were calculated. 

The semantic differential was administered post-interview. This 

questionnaire included six sets of bipolar adjectives which were used to 

measure the participant's attitudes towards the interview (see Appendices A 

and B). A Likert scale was used on each set to develop mean responses among 

Hispanic and Anglo in-depth interviewees and Hispanic and Anglo focus group 

interviewees. Ease of data collection was evaluated subjectively. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

This chapter is divided into five sections. The first four sections include: 

a discussion of the sample; a comparison of the in-depth interview to the focus 

group in terms of factor generation; a comparison of the in-depth interview to 

the focus group in terms of time requirements, cost effectiveness, and ease of 

data collection; and a comparison of Hispanics to Anglos in terms of factors 

identified as influencing food choices. Each of the first four sections reports 

findings and provides a discussion. The final section summarizes these findings 

as they relate to the research questions addressed. 

Sample 

Seventy-seven Hispanic and Anglo women between the ages of 18 and 

24 years volunteered to participate in this study. Two volunteers were 

eliminated because they did not belong to one of the required ethnic groups, 

and thirteen potential subjects declined to participate when re-contacted by 

phone. Seven never came to the assigned interview time, leaving a total of 55 

women to participate in the study. During analysis of the data, two interviews 

were eliminated for technical reasons. Therefore data from 53 participants was 

analyzed. 
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Eight focus groups were conducted, four Hispanic and four Anglo, and 

28 in-depth interviews were completed, 12 Hispanic and 16 Anglo. Table 1 

shows the breakdown of the participants by ethnicity and type of interview. 

The ethnic spread was as follow: 45% Hispanic and 55% Anglo. Focus groups 

consisted of 47% of the study population with 53% of the participants in the 

in-depth interview group. 

Table 1. Number of Female Participants according to Ethnicity and Interview 
Type 

Ethnicity Interview Type 

Focus Group In-Depth Total 
(n) (n) (n) 

Hispanic 12 12 24 

Anglo 13 16 29 

Total 25 28 53 

Comparison of the In-Depth Interview to the Focus Group in 
Terms of Factor Generation 

The discussion topic for both interview types was factors influencing 

food choices. Both focus group conversations and in-depth interviews were 

tape-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and coded for content analysis using the 

"grounded" approach suggested by Miles and Huberman (15). Table 2 shows 

the number of factors generated by each interview type according to ethnicity. 

Among the Hispanic participants, the focus groups produced a total of 66 
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unique and relevant factors while the in-depth interviews produced 59 unique 

and relevant factors. When analyzing the data from the Anglo participants, 16 

in-depth interviews generated more unique and relevant factors, with a total of 

70, while the focus groups identified 68 unique and relevant factors. All 

(Hispanic and Anglo) focus groups identified a total of 79 unique and relevant 

influencing factors while 25 in-depth interviews identified 73. Table 3 is a list 

of the 83 unique and relevant factors generated by all the focus groups and in-

depth interviews. 

Table 2. Total Number of Unique, Relevant Factors Generated by Focus Groups 
and in-Depth Interviews According to Ethnicity 

Interview Type Hispanic Anglo Total 

In-Depth 59 70 73 

Focus Group 66 68 79 

All interviews 83 



Table 3. List of Factors Generated by Focus Groups and In-Depth Interviews on the Topic: 
Why Do You Eat or Not Eat What You Eat 

Alone Location, grocery store 
Appearance, physical Location, restaurant 
Aunt influence Like (preference) 
Book Magazines 
Boredom Media 
Calories Messy 
Convenience Mood 
Easy Money 
Cooking, enjoy Nutrition 
Cooking, lack of skill Nutrition, carbohydrate 
Cravings Nutrition, fat 
Culture Nutrition, nutrients 
Dieting Nutrition, protein 
Discipline Parent not available 
Drinking Parental influence 
Ecology People, social 
Energy Peer influence 
Ethics Physical/feelings 
Equipment, lack of Previous Meal 
Equipment, microwave Quick 
Exercise Relaxing 
Family, influence Restaurant, quality 
Fatigue Reward 
Food, availability Satiety 
Food, new Schedule 
Food quality School 
Food quantity Seasons 
Food storage Self image 
Food spoilage Sibling influence 
Forget Sick 
Fun Stomach ache 
Guilt Stress 
Habit Taste 
Health Thirsty 
Health Professional Time 
Hunger Transportation, lack of 
Independence T.V. 
Knowledge Variety 
Knowledge, friends Weight 
Labels Weight Loss Program 
Lack of preparation 
Lack of clean-up 
Lazy 
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Table 4 shows the mean number of unique, relevant factors generated 

by each interview type and ethnic group. The mean number of factors 

identified by focus groups was 33.8, while the mean number of factors 

identified by in-depth interviews was 19.2. Hispanic focus groups had a mean 

of 32.0 unique, relevant factors compared to a mean of 35.8 unique, relevant 

factors from the Anglo focus groups. The Hispanic in-depth interview 

generated a mean of 20.3 unique, relevant factors while the Anglo in-depth 

interview resulted in a mean of 18.0 unique, relevant factors. The range of 

factors identified between the two interview types shows that with the focus 

group up to 45 factors were identified, and no less than 26 were generated. 

However, with the in-depth interview, as few as seven factors were identified, 

and no more than 32 were generated in any one interview. 

Table 4. Comparison of the Mean number of Unique, Relevant Factors 
generated by Focus Groups and In-Depth Interviews by Ethnicity 

Interview Type Focus Group In-Depth 

Ethnicity Hispanic Anglo Hispanic Anglo 
(n = 4) (n = 4) (n = 12) (n = 16) 

Mean 32.0±2.7 35.8±6.8 20.3±5.3 18.0±5.8 

Range 28-35 26-45 8-27 7-32 

Combined Mean 33.8 ±5.5 19.2±5.8 
(Hispanic & Anglo) 

Combined Range 26-45 7-32 
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When comparing the focus group to the in-depth interview, it is not 

surprising to find a greater number of factors identified in a focus group since 

more people participated in a focus group interview. 

A more accurate comparison of the focus group interview to the in-depth 

interview must take into account the disparity in the number of participants. 

Therefore, randomly selected in-depth interviews were grouped together to 

form nominal groups. The seven focus groups which consisted of three 

participant per group were compared to nominal groups of three in-depth 

interviews. The one focus group which consisted of four participants was 

compared to a nominal group consisting of four in-depth interviews. As a 

nominal group, these in-depth interviews were analyzed as if they had been 

interviewed as a group. Table 5 compares the mean number of unique, 

relevant factors generated from focus groups and nominal groups. 

Table 5. Comparison of the Mean number of Unique, Relevant Factors 
Generated by Focus Groups and Nominal Groups according to Ethnicity 

Interview Type Focus Group Nominal Group 

Ethnicity Hispanic Anglo Hispanic Anglo 
(n = 4) (n =4) (n = 4) (n = 4) 

Mean 32.0±2.7 35.8 ±6.8 37.0±4.1 37.0 ±6.4 

Range 28-35 26-45 33-48 32-48 

Combined Mean 33.8 ±5 .5  37 .0±5  4 
(Hispanic & Anglo) 

Combined Range 26- 45 32-48 
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This comparison shows that while the focus groups generated a mean 

of 33.8 unique, relevant factors, the nominal groups resulted in a mean of 37.0 

unique, relevant factors. Looking at ethnic differences, the Hispanic focus 

groups had a mean of 32.0 unique, relevant factors and the Anglo focus groups 

had 35.8 factors, while both the Hispanic and Anglo nominal groups had a 

mean of 37.0 unique, relevant factors. These results support the findings of 

Fern (41) who also found that nominal groups generated more factors/ideas 

when compared to focus groups. However, both these findings, as well as 

Fern's (41), did not show a significant difference (p = .05) between focus 

groups and nominal groups. 

Comparison of the In-Depth Interview to the Focus Group in Terms of Time 
Requirements, Cost Effectiveness, and Ease of Data Collection 

Table 6 shows the time requirements for each interview type. When 

calculating the time requirements, the average time to arrange, conduct, 

transcribe, and code each type of interview was summed. The focus groups 

required 8.60 hours to be arranged, conducted, transcribed, and coded. This 

is compared to 5.25 hours for one in-depth interview. The difference in the 

time requirements can be explained by a greater amount of time required to 

arrange, transcribe, and code the focus groups than required for the in-depth 

interviews. 
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Table 6. Average Time Requirements for One Focus Group 
Compared to One In-Depth Interview 

Interview Type Focus Group In-Depth 
(hours) (hours) 

Set-up .75 .20 

Interview .75 .75 

Transcribe 6.0 3.7 

Code 1.1 .60 

Total Time 8.60 5.25 

When looking at the total amount of time required to identify the total 

number of factors generated from the eight focus groups, it took 66.8 hours 

to yield 79 factors, while the 28 in-depth interviews required 147.0 hours to 

yield 73 factors. So, although when comparing a focus group which consisted 

of three participants to three in-depth interviews, you see a greater, although 

not significant, number of factors generated by the in-depth interviews, when 

looking at the total data, there were more factors identified in less than half the 

time with the focus groups compared to the in-depth interviews. Table 7 

compares the time requirements for the focus group to the nominal group. 

Compared to the 8.6 hours to conduct a focus group, it required 15.7 hours to 

conduct three in-depth interviews. 
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Table 7. Comparison of the time requirements for a focus group compared to 
a three-member nominal group 

Interview Type Focus Group 
(hours) 

Nominal Group 
(hours) 

Set-up .75 .60 

Interview .75 2.25 

Transcribe 6.0 11.1 

Code 1.1 1.8 

Total time 8.60 15.7 

When considering the cost of conducting the focus groups compared to 

the in-depth interviews in terms of time, the focus groups generated a greater 

amount of data at a lower cost than the in-depth interviews. Other factors to 

consider when comparing these two interview types in terms of cost include 

facilities, travel expenses, personnel, equipment, and co-op fees. Co-op fees 

are the money paid to participants. For this study, the rooms used for both the 

focus groups and in-depth interviews were available at no cost. Travel 

expenses were nonexistent in this study because all participants were students 

at the campuses where the interviews were conducted. The interviewers were 

also students and were not required to travel by vehicle to the interview site. 

Personnel expenses were limited to the salary paid to the transcriber. She was 

paid $4.25 per hour and therefore it cost $292.40 for her to transcribe the 

eight focus groups, and it cost $624.75 for her to transcribe 28 in-depth 
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interviews. All interviews were conducted by either the principal investigator 

or volunteer students and therefore there were no fees paid to the 

moderator/interviewers. Equipment expenses were similar among the two 

interview types, as well as co-op fees. 

Greenbaum (40) found that when he surveyed 78 focus group research 

facilities regarding their estimated costs for using their facility, the costs ranged 

from $150-700. He also found that moderator services ranged from $350 to 

$3,000. These focus group research facilities work primarily with the 

marketing industry. In this industry, the client (the marketing company) does 

not conduct the focus group and therefore must hire a skilled moderator to 

conduct the groups. However, the client often prefers to be present during the 

focus group. This requires special facilities equipped with one-way mirrors for 

observation. 

Outside the marketing industry, the primary investigator of a study often 

conducts the interviews, eliminating the cost of a moderator and a special 

facility. However, there may be a need to rent a room in the community where 

the study is being conducted if a free facility is not available. In the community 

where this study was conducted several options would have been available if 

a free room at the University had not been used. Table 8 is a list of some 

facilities available in the community where this study was conducted and their 

cost per hour. Multiplying these costs by the 66.4 hours it took to conduct 



78 

the eight focus groups and by the 138.6 hours it took to conduct the 28 

interviews, it would cost $1,660-7,968 to conduct the focus groups for this 

study compared to $3,465-16,632 to conduct the in-depth interviews. 

Table 8. Some Facilities Available in Tucson for Interviewing and their Rental 
Fees 

Facility Rental Fee 

Pima County Library Meeting Rooms Free 

First Christian Church $ 55.00 

St. Francis United Methodist Church $ 25.00 

Santa Cruz Lutheran Church $ 75.00 

Tucson Unified School District Meeting Rooms $ 120.00 

When comparing the focus group to the in-depth interview in terms of 

ease of data collection, the focus groups were more difficult to arrange, but 

easier to conduct when compared to the in-depth interview. While Greenbaum 

(40) feels that conducting a focus group is more difficult than conducting an 

in-depth interview, Morgan (17) believes that focus groups are easier to 

conduct than in-depth interviews. In this study it was found that during a 

focus group there was less focus on the moderator and more emphasis on the 

interviewees. However, during a in-depth interview, the interviewer had to 

participate almost as much as the interviewee. Probing and listening skills were 

equally difficult between the two types of interviews. 
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When comparing ease of data collection between Hispanic and Anglo 

participants, this study found that Hispanics were much more difficult to recruit 

compared to Anglos. This may have been as a result of their minority status 

on this campus leading to a feeling that they had more reasons to suspect they 

would be exploited by the study compared to the Anglos. 

Table 9 shows the responses of seven focus group participants and 25 

in-depth interviewees to the semantic differential. Each participant was asked 

to respond to six anchors, or scales, with opposing adjectives at each end. 

One adjective was anchored at the number one and the opposing adjective was 

anchored at the number seven. On this continuum each participant placed a 

mark which reflected how she felt about the interview in terms of that pair of 

adjectives. This differential was administered to determine what external 

factors may be contributing to difference seen between the two interview 

types, as well as difference between the ethnic groups. This semantic 

differential shows that there were strong similarities among the participants on 

ail six anchors regardless of interview type or ethnicity. There does, however, 

appear to be a trend towards feeling more anonymous in an in-depth interview 

than in a focus group. This supports Fern's (41) findings that in-depth 

interviewees felt they had more anonymity. With a sensitive topic, this factor 

could make focus groups less appealing. However, anonymity is not an 

important issue with a topic such as factors influencing food choices. It should 
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be pointed out that many participants in this study were unsure of the meaning 

of anonymous. Several asked for a definition, and others may have responded 

to this scale without completely understanding its meaning. 

Table 9. Means of Semantic Differential Using a One to Seven Point Likert Scale According 
to Ethnicity 

Interview Type Focus Group In-Depth 

Ethnicity Hispanic 
(n = 12) 
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All 
(n = 22) 

Hispanic 
(n = 12) 

Anglo 
(n = 13) 

All 
(n = 25) 

Anchors: 

anonymous! 1)-
conspicuous(7) 

3.7 3.8 3.7 2.6 2.4 2.5 

passive! 1 )-active(7) 5.7 6.2 5.9 5.7 6.1 5.9 

formal! 1)-
informal(7) 

5.7 6.4 6.0 5.6 5.8 5.7 

easy(1)-difficult{7) 1.6 1.7 1.6 1.7 2.2 2.0 

comfortable! 1)-
uncomfortable(7) 

1.3 1.6 1.4 1.8 1.8 1.8 

interesting(1 )-dull(7) 1.3 1.8 1.5 1.7 1.6 1.6 

Comparison of Hispanics to Anglos in Terms of Factors 
Identified as Influencing Food Choices 

Table 10 compares the major factors identified by Hispanics compared 

to Anglos. Factors were considered major within each ethnic group if they 

were mentioned in at least 80% of the in-depth interviews and 100% of the 

focus groups. Major factors identified by Hispanic young women were parental 
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influence, money, and time, whereas their Anglo counterparts identified 

convenience, health, and money. Table 11 gives the factors identified by 80% 

of the in-depth interviews for both ethnic groups, and Table 12 lists the factors 

that were identified by 100% of the focus groups for both ethnic groups. 

Table 10. Major factors1 identified by Anglo and Hispanic college women 

Ethnicity Major Factors 

Hispanic parental influence, money, time 

Anglo convenience, health, money 
' Those factors identified by 100% of focus groups and 80% 
of in-depth interviews 

Table 11. Factors identified in 80% of in-depth interviews according to 
ethnicity 

Ethnicity Factors 

Hispanic convenience, hunger, peer influence, parental influence, 
money, time 

Anglo convenience, health, money 

Table 12. Factors identified in all focus groups according to ethnicity 

Ethnicity Factors 

Hispanic parental influence, food availability, preference, money, 
nutrition (fat), time, body weight 

Anglo parental influence, food availability, preference, money, 
nutrition (fat), time, body weight, convenience, habit, health, 
hunger,variety 



Although convenience was not a major factor for Hispanics, it is worth 

noting that at least 80% of the Hispanic in-depth interviews identified 

convenience as an influencing factor, and three of the Hispanic focus groups 

identified it as a factor. Parental influence was not a major factor for the Anglo 

women, yet all four Anglo focus groups mentioned this factor. However, only 

31% of the Anglo in-depth interviews identified parental influence as a 

factor. 

As Table 10 shows, factors mentioned in all Hispanic focus groups were 

also mentioned in all Anglo focus groups. All Anglo focus groups identified five 

additional factors, convenience, habit, health, hunger, and variety. 

Convenience and hunger, however, were mentioned in at least 80% of the 

Hispanic in-depth interviews. Although not a major factor, culture appeared 

to be important in influencing food choices in the Hispanic population. Three 

Hispanic focus groups and three Hispanic in-depth interviews identified culture. 

Only one Anglo focus group and one Anglo in-depth interview identified culture 

as an influencing factor. Three Anglo in-depth interviews and two Anglo focus 

groups identified exercise as an important factor while only one Hispanic focus 

group and no Hispanic in-depth interviews identified this factor. Health was a 

major factor for Anglos but only two Hispanic focus groups and 66% of the 

Hispanic in-depth interviews identified this factor. 
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Research Questions 

This section will address, in summary, the answers to the research 

questions outlined in Chapter 1. 

1. How does the type of interview (focus group or in-

depth) affect the quantity of factors reported? 

As expected, when comparing one focus group interview containing 

three to four participants to one in-depth interview, the focus group produced 

more factors. The focus groups identified a mean of 33.8 factors while the in-

depth interviews identified a mean of 19.2 factors. But to really look at the 

effects of group dynamics on factor generation, a comparison of three or four 

individuals to one focus group is more appropriate. When these nominal groups 

are formed and compared to the focus groups, they generate a mean of 37.0 

factors compared to the focus group mean of 33.8. At this level of analysis, 

the assumption that participant interaction generates more information appears 

to be incorrect. However, when looking at the total data collected between the 

two types of interviews, this study found that eight focus groups (25 

participants) produced 79 unique and relevant factors while the 28 in-depth 

interviews produced only 73 unique and relevant factors. This suggests that 

there may be a synergistic effect in focus groups and that participant 

interaction does indeed lead to increased information generated. 
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2. Is there a difference between Hispanic females and 

Anglo females in the quantity of factors reported? 

There were no significant differences between the Hispanic and Anglo 

focus groups and the Hispanic and Anglo in-depth interviews in terms of the 

mean number of factors generated. When nominal groups were formed, both 

Hispanics and Anglos had a mean of 37.0 factors identified. 

When looking at the total data, the Hispanic focus group participants 

generated a total of 66 unique and relevant factors while the Hispanic in-depth 

interviews identified only 59 unique and relevant factors. These findings seem 

to agree with Menendez's (50) comments that Hispanics tend to do better in 

focus groups where they feel more support from the group. Looking at the 

total data collected from the Anglo participants, there does not appear to be an 

advantage of one interview type over the other in terms of factor generation. 

3. If there is an ethnic group difference, what might be 

influencing the interview to explain the difference? 

As stated above, no significant differences were observed between the 

Hispanic and Anglo participants in the quantity of factors generated between 

the two interview types. The semantic differential, which was administered to 

measure possible differences among the two ethnic groups and among the two 

interview types found no ethnic differences. Both ethnic groups felt more 
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anonymous in the in-depth interview compared to the focus group interview. 

However, anonymity was probably not a strong influence on a participant's 

willingness to discuss factors influencing food choices. 

4. How do the two types of interviews compare in 

terms of time requirements? 

When comparing the focus group to the in-depth interview, the focus 

group required 8.6 hours to complete, while an in-depth interview required 5.2 

hours. When comparing the focus group to a three-member nominal group, the 

nominal group required 15.7 hours compared to 8.6 hours. This study required 

a total of 66.8 hours to complete eight focus groups (25 participants) while it 

took 147.0 hours to complete 28 in-depth interviews. When these time 

requirements are compared in relation to the amount of data each interview 

type generated, focus groups took 66.4 hours to produce 79 unique and 

relevant factors while it took 138.6 hours to produce 73 unique and relevant 

factors through in-depth interviews. 
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5. How does the cost effectiveness of the two 

interview methods compare? 

When considering the cost of conducting the focus groups compared to 

the in-depth interviews in terms of time, the focus groups generated a greater 

amount of data at a lower cost than the in-depth interviews. 

For this study, the major expense was for transcribing the taped 

interviews. The transcriber was paid $4.25 per hour and therefore it cost 

$292.40 for her to transcribe the eight focus groups and it cost $624.75 for 

her to transcribe 28 in-depth interviews. 

6. How do the two interview methods compare in 

terms of ease of data collection? 

When comparing the focus group to the in-depth interview in terms of 

ease of data collection, the focus groups were more difficult to arrange, but 

easier to conduct when compared to the in-depth interview. In this study it 

was found that during a focus group there was less emphasis on the moderator 

and more on the interviewees. However, during a in-depth interview, the 

interviewer participated almost as much as the interviewee. Probing and 

listening skills were equally difficult between the two types of interviews. 

When comparing ease of data collection between Hispanic and Anglo 

participants, this study found that Hispanics were much more difficult to recruit 



87 

compared to Anglos. This may have been as a result of their minority status 

on this campus and, they may have felt that they had more reasons to suspect 

they would be exploited by the study compared to the Anglos. 



88 

CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS, AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

This chapter includes the summary, recommendations, conclusions, and 

implications of this study. The first section summarizes the study. The second 

section provides recommendations in relation to the study, and the final section 

provides conclusions and implications. 

Summary 

This study compared the relative value of focus groups to in-depth 

interviews in regards to number of factors generated, time and cost 

requirements, and ease of data collection. Fifty three Hispanic and Anglo 

college female volunteers, 18-24 years of age, were semi-randomly assigned 

to either a focus group or in-depth interview. The discussion topic for both 

interview types was "why do you eat what you eat?" A total of eight focus 

groups and twenty eight in-depth interviews were conducted, four Hispanic and 

four Anglo focus groups, and 12 Hispanic and 16 Anglo in-depth interviews. 

Both focus group and in-depth interview conversations were tape-recorded, 

transcribed verbatim, and coded using the grounded approach suggested by 

Miles and Huberman (16). 



Eighty-three unique and relevant factors were identified from the total 

data, with the focus groups identifying 79 factors and the in-depth interviews 

identifying 73. The mean number of factors identified by a focus group was 

33.8 compared to a mean of 19.2 factors identified by a single in-depth 

interview. A more accurate comparison is the focus group to the nominal 

group. Nominal groups consisted of three or four in-depth interviews randomly 

selected to be analyzed together as if the data had been collected in a group 

interview. The mean number of unique and relevant factors for the nominal 

groups was 37.0. This seems to support Fern's (41) findings that in-depth 

interviews generate more ideas/factors than the focus group. When analyzing 

the total data, however, focus groups (25 participants) generated six more 

unique and relevant influencing factors than the 28 in-depth interviews. This 

suggests that a greater number of factors are generated when there is 

interaction among participants, such as in a focus group. 

An average Hispanic in-depth interviews yielded more factors than an 

average Anglo in-depth interviews, 20.3 to 18.0 respectively; the average 

Hispanic focus group yielded less than its Anglo counterpart, 32.0 to 35.8 

respectively. None of these differences were significant. 

When time, cost, and ease of data collection are considered, focus 

groups were shown to be easier, less time consuming, and less expensive. The 

eight focus groups required approximately 66 hours while the 28 in-depth 
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interviews required approximately 139 hours. Hispanic focus group and in-

depth interview participants were more difficult to recruit than their Anglo 

counterparts. 

In addition to addressing the research questions for this study, the data 

yielded information on how influencing factors identified by Hispanic college 

women differ from factors identified by Anglo college women. The major 

factors identified by Hispanic female college students were parental influence, 

money and time, whereas their Anglo counterparts identified convenience, 

health and money. Factors were considered major within each ethnic group if 

they were identified by all four focus groups and by 80% of the in-depth 

interviews. 

Culture, although not a major factor in either ethnic group, appeared to 

be a more important factor in the Hispanic group compared to the Anglo 

women. Three Hispanic focus groups identified culture as a factor whereas 

only one Anglo focus group identified this factor. However, culture was 

identified in only three out of 12 Hispanic in-depth interviews. 

Exercise appeared to be more important in the Anglo women than in the 

Hispanic women, being identified in two Anglo focus groups and three in-depth 

interview whereas it was only identified in one Hispanic focus groups and no 

Hispanic in-depth interviews. Health was a major factor (all focus groups; 80% 



of in-depth interviews) for Anglos, but only two Hispanic focus groups and 

66% of the Hispanic in-depth interviews identified this factor. 

Conclusions and Implications 

This study found that focus groups, regardless of ethnicity, yielded a 

greater number of unique and relevant factors which influence food choices. 

This appears to contradict Fern's (41) study which found that in-depth 

interviews were superior for idea generation when compared to the focus 

group. 

The results of this study also indicate that focus groups are more time 

and cost effective than in-depth interviews. The focus groups for this study 

did not require special facilities or a paid moderator/interviewer. For focus 

groups done in the marketing industry, the major costs incurred are for special 

facilities and moderators. However, these expenses can be avoided if the 

primary investigator conducts the interviews or trains staff to conduct the 

interviews. This eliminates the salary of a professional moderator. Also, 

facilities with one-way mirrors for observations are not necessary if the 

investigator is already present as the interviewer. In most communities, 

interview rooms are available for no cost. 

The results of this study indicate that Hispanic and Anglo female college 

students are far more alike than different. Both ethnic groups generated more 
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factors in the focus group than in the in-depth interview. When comparing how 

Hispanics and Anglos felt during the interviews, both groups reported feeling 

more anonymous in the focus groups compared to the in-depth interviews, and 

equally active and comfortable in both interview types. All participants felt that 

both interview types were informal, easy, and interesting. This study found 

that Hispanics identify with their culture and their families when discussing 

factors influencing food choices. In-depth interviews were easier to control and 

simplified data analysis However, spontaneous interaction of focus groups 

yields richer data 

Recommendations 

Most qualitative research has used Anglo participants. Little is known 

about how minority groups respond as qualitative research subjects. This study 

finds that researchers who work with female Hispanics will get more 

information on food choices using the focus group interview. Recruitment for 

this population was difficult, however. An Hispanic recruiter may have been 

more successful in recruiting Hispanic subjects. 

There is a synergy in focus groups not seen with in-depth interviews. 

A factor or idea mentioned by one participant can trigger other participants to 

discuss factors or ideas. On their own, such as with the in-depth interview, the 
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participant must rely solely on his or her own ability to generate factors or 

ideas. 

The moderator/interviewer is the research tool when conducting focus 

groups or in-depth interviews and must be skilled. There is no substitute for 

training and experience. 

Qualitative research should play a valuable role in nutrition research. 

"The National Nutrition Monitoring and Related Research Act of 1990 requires 

the Secretary of Agriculture and the Secretary of Health and Human Services 

to undertake a 10-year plan to strengthen national nutrition monitoring. The 

plan will assess the dietary and nutritional status of the U.S. population, 

support and develop nutrition monitoring, promote national nutrition education, 

and establish dietary guidelines (74)". Qualitative research can take the lead 

in achieving these goals by: playing a role in instrument development, as the 

primary tool for data collection, and by increasing awareness of nutritional 

habits among Americans. 



APPENDIX A 

SEMANTIC DIFFERENTIAL-FOCUS GROUP 
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Post-Interview Questionnaire 

Instructions: I would like to know your feelings about the focus group 
interview which you just completed. Listed below are six scales with opposing 
adjectives at each end. For each scale put an X at any point on the scale 
which accurately reflects your feeling about the focus group. For example, if 
one scale represented the feelings happy-sad, one person may feel more happy 
than sad about the focus group 

person 1: happy _X Sad 

a second person may feel neutral about the focus group in terms of feelings of 
happy-sad 

person 2: happy _X Sad 

a third person may feel more sad than happy about the focus group 

person 3: happy X Sad 

Focus Group Interview 

Anonymous Conspicuous 

Passive Active 

Formal Informal 

Easy Difficult 

Comfortable Uncomfortable 

Interesting Dull 



APPENDIX B 

SEMANTIC DIFFERENTIAL-IN DEPTH INTERVIEWS 
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Instructions: I would like to know your feelings about the interview which you 
just completed. Listed below are six scales with opposing adjectives at each 
end. For each scale put an X at any point on the scale which accurately 
reflects your feeling about the interview. For example, if one scale represented 
the feelings happy-sad, one person may feel more happy than sad about the 
interview 

person 1: happy _X Sad 

a second person may feel neutral about the interview in terms of feelings of 
happy-sad 

person 2: happy X Sad 

a third person may feel more sad than happy about the interview 

person 3: happy _X Sad 

The Interview 

Anonymous Conspicuous 

Passive Active 

Formal Informal 

Easy Difficult 

Comfortable Uncomfortable 

Interesting Dull 
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