
A market of opinions: the political
epistemology of focus groups

Javier Lezaun

Introduction

Provoking a conversation among a small group of people gathered in a room
has become a widespread way of generating useful knowledge.1 The focus group
is today a pervasive technology of social investigation, a versatile experimental
setting where a multitude of ostensibly heterogeneous issues, from politics to
economics, from voting to spending, can be productively addressed.2 Marketing
is the field in which the focus group has acquired its most visible and standard-
ized form, as an instrument to probe and foretell economic behaviour by anti-
cipating the encounter of consumers and products in the marketplace.3 But
whether they are used to anticipate consumer behaviour in a laboratory-like
setting, or to produce descriptions of political attitudes, conversations elicited
in the ‘white room’ of the focus group are relevant to a striking range of objects
of social-scientific inquiry.4

The observation of contrived groupings of research subjects in ‘captive set-
tings’ is of course a familiar source of knowledge in the social sciences, but there
is something peculiar to the focus group as a research technology. In focus
groups, knowledge is generated in the form of opinions. Moreover, a group
dynamic is used to bring into existence a series of relevant individual opinions;
the peculiar form of social liveliness of the focus group is meant to ‘produce
data and insights that would be less accessible without the interaction found in
a group’ (Morgan, 1988: 12). Both the productive qualities and methodological
quandaries of the focus group originate in its special form of liveliness. The
peculiar politics and epistemology of a focus group conversation derive from
the tension implied in using a group to engender authentically individual opin-
ions. Moderators are in charge of resolving this tension: they must make the
conversation conducive to the expression of private and idiosyncratic views,
while preventing the focus group from rising to the status of a ‘collective;’ they
are called to structure a process of interaction conducive to the elicitation and
elucidation of the most private of views, while reducing to a minimum the
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residuum of ‘socialness’ left over from the process. As a professional group mod-
erator describes it:

We talk to ourselves all the time. Most of these inner thoughts never surface. They
reflect the same kind of internal dialogue we have when we stand at a supermarket
shelf to select paper towels or stop to take a closer look at a magazine ad for a new
cell-phone service or decide whether to use a credit card to pay for gas. Our running
commentary is often so subliminal that we often forget it’s going on. As a focus group
moderator, I reach out to consumers in my groups and try to drag that kind of infor-
mation out of them and into the foreground. What I do is a kind of marketing therapy
that reveals how we as consumers feel about a product, a service, an ad, a brand.
(Goebert, 2002: viii)

Researchers hope to externalize the silent ‘running commentary’ of con-
sumers by means of an intently managed group discussion, to translate a series
of inaudible monologues into a visible conversation. They provoke an exchange
so as to bring to light the inner qualities of consumers.

Knowledge about people is extracted from the opinions elicited from them –
opinions that are freely expressed by the subjects, yet structurally incited by the
setting.5 Those opinions are then selected, categorized and interpreted by the
focus group researcher and fed into production and marketing strategies. ‘Illus-
trative opinions’ are filtered from the wealth of talk generated in the discussion,
to be quoted verbatim or paraphrased in the research reports circulated to clients
and other relevant audiences. Thus, opinions generated in the ‘white room’ are
read, interpreted, and discussed by managers and marketers who were not
present in the original conversation and are in no position to directly assess their
authenticity or relevance. The statements produced in the unique environment
of the focus group enter a long chain of quoting and rephrasing, and reverber-
ate into other actors’ market strategies. The ultimate product of a focus group
conversation is a series of tradable opinions – statements that are generated in
an experimental setting but can be disseminated beyond their site of produc-
tion. Opinions elicited from focus group participants thus help constitute par-
ticular marketplaces.

Producing opinions of such value and mobility is a highly complex technical
process. A focus group can generate a multitude of objects that, while seemingly
identical to relevant opinions, are in fact radically different kinds: false opin-
ions, induced judgments, or insincere beliefs, all of which appear profusely in the
course of a focus group discussion – especially in a poorly run one. These decep-
tive statements must be sorted out and expunged so as not to lead researchers
and their audiences astray. The task of the moderator is to manage the focus
group discussion so as to limit the proliferation of irrelevant or inauthentic view-
points; to foreground tradable opinions against the background noise that is
inevitably generated in the experimental situation.

The purpose of this chapter is to draw attention to some of the strategies uti-
lized by focus group moderators to carry out this task of extracting tradable
opinions out of experimentally generated conversations. In so doing, we can
regain a proper appreciation of the extent to which categories such as ‘relevant
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opinion’ or ‘consumer preference’ are problematic – and not simply or primar-
ily to the external observer, but to the actors who are professionally trained to
elicit and recognize them, the focus group moderators.

My account will be limited in a number of important ways. The manufacture
of opinions in a focus group starts with the assembling of a group of adequate
research subjects and a meeting with one or more moderators, but the ‘focus
group chain’ comprises a long sequence of exchanges and analyses beyond this
initial encounter. This chapter, however, will only investigate the initial experi-
mental moment, when research subjects and moderators come together in the
physical setting of the focus group ‘white room.’ Moreover, I will analyse this
encounter solely from the perspective of the moderators: my analysis is based
on the moderators’ own technical literature – the training manuals, methods
handbooks, autobiographical accounts, and other documents in which they lay
out their own philosophy of ‘good practice’ and a portrayal of the ‘good mod-
erator.’ I do not attempt to examine the focus group discussion from the point
of view of the research subjects, nor will I draw extensively on analyses of the
patterns of interaction between subjects and moderators that actually emerge in
a focus group, a dimension of the focus group encounter that others have studied
at some length (Myers, 1998 and 2004; Myers and Macnaghten, 1999; Puchta
and Potter, 1999 and 2003). The chapter is thus limited to descriptions of the
craft of moderation that professional moderators have put into writing.6

Through this literature, I try to reconstruct an ideal moral epistemology of mod-
eration. In particular, I try to capture the political constitution of an experi-
mental setting in which individual attitudes are elicited and market behaviour
is routinely anticipated.

The chapter is organized around three themes, all of them topics that social
scientists have frequently raised in relation to the production of scientific knowl-
edge under experimental conditions: 1) the distinction and balance between nat-
uralness and artificiality in the focus group setting, and the embodiment of this
distinction in the moderator’s skills and abilities (or, rather, in the accounts that
moderators give of their own craft); 2) the co-production of knowledge and par-
ticular forms of social order, or the political constitution of the focus group –
a constitution that ideally, I will argue, takes the form of an isegoric assembly;
and finally, 3) the role of material artifacts and the physical arrangement of the
setting in the organization of the ‘focus group chain’ as a technology of knowl-
edge production. The chapter concludes with a call to make the production of
opinions a proper object of sociological investigation, in the same way that the
creation and circulation of knowledge has long occupied a central place in the
agenda of sociological research.

Chameleonic moderators

A fundamental dichotomy runs through the technical literature on focus group
‘facilitation’ and serves as an object of interminable reflection for moderators:
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should the focus group be seen as a natural phenomenon, closely resembling
a naturally occurring (or ‘casual’) conversation, or should it rather be treated
as the highly artificial outcome of an experimental intervention? Moderators’
opinions on this issue obviously vary. Some emphasize the similarity between
the kind of conversation they hope to encourage, and naturally occurring talk.
‘The moderator,’ one argues, ‘should be viewed by the group as the authority
figure in the room but also as the type of person with whom they would like
to have a casual conversation’ (Greenbaum, 1988: 51). ‘The frequent goal of
focus groups,’ another stresses, ‘is to conduct a group discussion that resem-
bles a lively conversation among friends or neighbours, and most of the prob-
lems come from topics that fail to meet that goal’ (Morgan, 1988: 22). The
productive liveliness of the interaction depends, according to this view, on a
successful replication of the conversational patterns of friends or neighbours.
Yet, as Agar and MacDonald point out, ‘it is not automatic that a group 
of strangers will have a ‘lively conversation’ about anything’ (Agar and
MacDonald, 1995: 78), and in fact many moderators choose to emphasize the
seemingly opposite view: that whatever takes place in a focus group should be
understood and analysed as the result of a radical experimental intervention,
that the focus group is a highly artificial product – from which, however, valid
knowledge about the natural world can be extracted. A historian of the focus
group form puts it as follows:

While agreeing that focus group research patterns itself on field studies – ‘natural’
contact with people – in actual fact, they have by their ‘falseness’ – the deliberately
constructed contact with people – much more in common with the experimental sit-
uation of the laboratory than is usually acknowledged. There is no reason to consider
this as ‘wrong’, we cannot consider focus group discussions as consisting of naturally
occurring meetings which just happened to be organized by the researcher or sites of
natural conversation. The presence of the moderator reduces even further the natu-
ralness of the exchanges that occur. (Morrison, 1998: 180).

Judging from the body of literature analyzed for this article, the view of the
focus group as an artificial encounter is more widely held among practitioners
(or, rather, among the authors of methodological texts), but the recognition of
artificiality is often accompanied by caveats and justifications that suggest a
structural orientation towards the model of a casual, natural conversation as
the regulatory ideal for their practice. Moderators can and will explain the
departure from naturalness as inevitable and useful, but in addressing 
the differences vis-à-vis naturally occurring talk they highlight the relevance of
the latter as the ideal of talk to which they aspire. In other words, while most
moderators will readily acknowledge that the focus group is not a natural
setting, very few will be willing to give up the claim to conduct a ‘naturalistic
inquiry’ (Morgan and Krueger, 1993: 8).7 One could argue that focus group
moderation is to them akin to an Aristotelian ‘perfective art’ – an intervention
that, by removing the obstacles in their way, ‘perfects natural processes and
brings them to a state of completion not found in nature itself ’ (Newman,
2005: 17).
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Whether they choose to emphasize the naturalness or the artificiality of the
focus group in the descriptions of their trade, most moderators would never-
theless argue that, in the practical conduct of a focus group, both dimensions
need to be tackled and made compatible; that the strength of the focus group
as an engine for the production of tradable opinions rests precisely on the ability
to combine these apparently contradictory dimensions; and that the point at
which these trends are unified is in the very figure of the moderator. This is para-
doxical, since, as was pointed out in the quote above, it is the very presence of
the moderator that renders the situation hopelessly artificial. Yet, in their
methodological writings, particularly in the portrayals of the ‘good moderator’
put forward in the technical literature, one finds a pervasive effort to combine
in the kaleidoscopic identity of the moderator the apparently irreconcilable
demands of naturalness and artificiality. This combination of conflicting qual-
ities surfaces in long, colourful descriptions of the moderator’s persona:

The best facilitator has unobtrusive chameleon-like qualities; gently draws consumers
into the process; deftly encourages them to interact with one another for optimum
synergy; lets the intercourse flow naturally with a minimum of intervention; listens
openly and deeply; uses silence well; plays back consumer statements in a distilling
way which brings out more refined thoughts or explanations; and remains completely
nonauthoritarian and nonjudgemental.8 (Karger, 1987: 54)

In these characterizations, the moderator embodies – in his skills but also
through his personality – the conflicting burdens of objective detachment from,
and natural empathy with the research subjects. Moderating is always more than
a science – or a set of easily formalizable techniques:

Mastering the technique of moderating a focus group is an art in itself, requiring the
moderator to wear many hats and assume different roles during the course of even a
single focus group. He or she has the unenviable task of balancing the requirements
of sensitivity and empathy on the one hand, and objectivity and detachment on the
other. (Stewart and Shamdasani, 1990: 69)

The prevalence of artistic metaphors is worth noting here and in other
instances:

The moderator is often compared to an orchestra conductor, in that he or she sets the
tone for the session and directs it in such a way that the research objectives are
achieved. Further, an effective moderator will do a great deal of preparation in
advance of the groups, as does an orchestra leader before conducting a symphony.
(Greenbaum, 1998: 73)
The moderator also must have a sense of timing – timing for the mood of the group
and the appropriateness of discussion alternatives. Like the actor who takes too many
bows, the moderator also must know when to wrap up the questioning and move on
to the next issue, but not prematurely. (Krueger, 1994: 101)

It is also, and crucially, an art mastered only by the few:

Conducting focus groups that result in useful information, insights, and perspectives
requires both science and art. And in my experience, only a handful of practitioners
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understand the science and can intuitively grasp the art of conducting them
(Bostock,1998: vii–viii).

The tension between the natural validity of the product the focus group
strives to generate and the experimental nature of its extraction is thus trans-
lated into multidimensional portrayals of the ‘good moderator,’ of the skills
and personality traits best attuned to this research practice. The tension is not
resolved, but rather given a new form in the self-discipline of a moderator
simultaneously capable of both attachment and detachment, of leading a
natural conversation and generating experimental observations at the same
time.

The emphasis in the technical literature on the personality of the moderator,
in addition to his technical skills, as the key to a successful focus group is a rel-
atively new phenomenon, likely connected to the professionalization of focus
group research and the effort to market the value added by moderators. In the
descriptions of focus group moderation offered by the pioneers of the trade one
finds a very different tone. In their seminal 1946 article on ‘focussed interviews’
(the term they coined for the technique), Robert K. Merton and Patricia Kendall
placed the emphasis on the recurrence in the focus group situation of specific
patterns of interaction, and on the fundamental teachability and transferability
of the techniques necessary to manage these typical situations:

A successful [focussed] interview is not the automatic product of conforming to a
fixed routine of mechanically applicable techniques. Nor is interviewing an elusive,
private, and incommunicable art. There are recurrent situations and problems in the
focused interview which can be met successfully by communicable and teachable pro-
cedures. (Merton and Kendall, 1946: 544–545; emphasis added)

One detects in their descriptions a view of the moderator as a technician of
sociological investigation. ‘We have found,’ Merton and Kendall continue, ‘that
the proficiency of all interviewers, even the less skilful, can be considerably
heightened by training them to recognize type situations and to draw upon an
array of flexible, though standardized, procedures for dealing with these situa-
tions’ (Merton and Kendall, 1946: 545). Hence the term ‘interviewer,’ which
Merton, Kendall and other members of the Bureau of Applied Social Research
used throughout their writings to refer to the moderator of a discussion. ‘Inter-
viewer’ emphasizes an essential continuity between different research inter-
ventions – from asking standardized questions drawn from a questionnaire,
to the managing of a group of research subjects. The ‘focussed interview’ could
be applied to individuals as well as to ‘groupings,’ and it always involved a
recurring question-and-answer pattern of interaction.9 The conception of the
moderator as interviewer represents the polar opposite of the open-ended, idio-
syncratic practices denoted by names such as ‘facilitator,’ or ‘qualitative research
consultant.’ To the social-scientific pioneers of the group discussion, the inter-
viewer is above all a trainable instrument of social research, rather than the
chameleon-like master of an arcane art of conversation.10
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Orienting the subjects’ reflexivity

If moderators incorporate in the descriptions of their craft an array of diverse
traits and features, including a strong element of self-discipline, they devote
most of their technical literature to the management and disciplining of others:
their research subjects. The self-discipline of the moderator and the disciplining
of subjects are but the two sides of the same coin. In both cases the question
is, once again, how to strike an adequate balance between naturalness and arti-
ficiality. In the case of the research subjects, the key to this balance is the proper
management – the incitement, orientation and taming – of their reflexivity.

In short, the fundamental problem for moderators is how to turn the research
subjects away from the experimental features of the setting. That is, how to
prevent subjects from explicitly attending to their peculiar context, the focus
group ‘white room,’ so that their actions – in this case, the opinions they express
– are not direct responses to their being in that particular setting and can be
projected beyond their site of production. Moderators have to steer the partic-
ipants’ inevitable contextualization of their own situation and statements
(Myers, 2004: 56–66), and neutralize the attention they are bound to pay to the
experimental nature of their grouping.

The technical literature addresses this general problem through a series of
‘type situations’ to be tackled by the well-trained moderator. Perhaps the most
obvious example of a participant’s orientation towards the experimental setting
is the problem of sabotage. Sabotage is a reflexive response, and a highly dis-
ruptive one at that. It occurs when, for whatever reason (because they dislike
the research question, or the way the moderator goes about extracting their
opinions, or simply their being there) participants actively try to upset the pro-
ceedings of the focus group. Dissatisfaction with the experimental situation can
be expressed in a multitude of ways. In some cases, research subjects avail them-
selves of the mechanisms of the focus group to generate a disruptive outcome
– for instance, by expressing what, from the point of view of the moderator, will
turn out to be a series of useless or irrelevant opinions.11 More frequently, sab-
otage is in the moderators’ literature equated with a lack of respect for the basic
etiquette of civilized conversation. Bullying other participants, showing exces-
sive aggressiveness in stating one’s own views, or trying to monopolize the con-
versation are all ways of contravening the rules under which the focus group 
is conducted. ‘There are some people who just are unpleasant,’ a moderator
remarks. ‘They must be removed if they become intimidating to other members
of the group’ (Morrison, 1998: 211). The techniques used to deal with this kind
of behaviour run the gamut from withdrawing eye contact, in the hope of silenc-
ing the offending participant, to directly removing the disrupting individual, or
even calling off the meeting.

Unproductive or disruptive reflexivity is sometimes not a matter of partici-
pants behaving badly, but of the researchers enrolling the wrong kind of par-
ticipant. This is the case with the ‘professional respondents’: people who either
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make a living out of participating in focus groups, or simply enjoy them too
much and manage to participate in too many. They represent a serious problem
because they are too familiar with the setting. While detecting and weeding out
these ‘repeaters’ is nowadays largely a matter of computerized screening of
research subjects, the moderator must always be on the look-out for signs of
excessive familiarity or comfort on the part of the research subjects. Research
subjects that appear too relaxed or gregarious are to be treated with suspicion.
‘Sometimes a focus group feels fishy,’ a moderator notes:

Respondents who are supposedly strangers immediately are highly talkative, grabbing
food across the table. Sometimes, the respondents’ conversation indicates they are
repeats. They talk about the last time they were at the facility, the fact that the refresh-
ments are different this time, or compliment the moderator on being ‘better than the
other ones’ – a compliment we’d rather not get. (Langer, 2001: 70)

The repeater’s familiarity with the focus group setting generates a sense of
ease and naturalness that is at odds with the ability to extract tradable opinions
from him. Familiarity is, like the conscious sabotage, a form of orientation
towards the specific features of the focus group setting – an orientation charac-
terized in this case by fluency and skill rather than by awkwardness or aggres-
siveness, but equally detrimental to a proper balance between artificiality and
naturalness.12

A third situation, more subtle and widespread, is not related to the kinds of
individuals who take part in the discussion, but to the kinds of opinions they
express. Merton and Kendall described this in their 1946 article as the problem
of direction: the process by which the actions of the moderator end up ‘modi-
fying the informant’s own expression of feelings.’ When this occurs, ‘[t]he inter-
view is no longer an informal listening-post or ‘clinic’ or ‘laboratory’ in which
subjects spontaneously talk about a set of experiences, but it becomes, instead,
a debating society or an authoritarian arena in which the interviewer defines the
situation’ (Merton and Kendall, 1946: 547).

For Merton and Kendall, ‘directed’ opinions were those not spontaneously
expressed in the research subject’s own ‘frame of reference.’ This is why moder-
ators must be careful to use ‘nondirective techniques’ and to give the research
subject ‘an opportunity to express himself about matters of central significance
to him rather than those presumed to be important by the interviewer’ (Merton
and Kendall, 1946: 545). It is the possibility of generating nondirective out-
comes that makes focus groups a more adequate technology to elicit authentic
opinions than polling and other highly formalized research tools. This is a
central tenet of the moderators’ epistemology, going back to the foundational
uses of group interviews by Merton and others: ‘in contrast to the polling
approach, [the focussed interview] uncovers what is on the subject’s mind rather
than his opinion of what is on the interviewer’s mind, and ‘it permits subject’s
responses to be placed in their proper context rather than forced into a frame-
work which the interviewer considers appropriate’ (Merton and Kendall, 1946:
545).
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The moderators’ technical literature also discusses the issue of ‘direction’ as
the problem of ‘moderator demand,’ defining it along similar lines to the ‘exper-
imenter demand’ in experimental psychology: situations ‘where the respondent
or subject guesses what is going on, realizing what is expected of him or her and
‘helping’ the experiment along by performing in ways that they think the exper-
imenter would like’ (Morrison, 1998: 182). Most participants in a focus group
are certainly going to realize that something is going on, if not what exactly is
going on. As Myers argues, a focus group is in fact ‘two hours of “What is it
that’s going on here?” ’ (Myers, 2004: 56). The focus group meeting is a highly
contrived occasion, and research subjects are obviously aware that the funda-
mental purpose of their being there is to get them to talk about matters of rel-
evance to the researcher. More often than not, they will try to be ‘helpful.’ While
it might seem the polar opposite of sabotage, helpfulness is, from the point of
view of moderators, a similarly disruptive orientation towards the experimental
nature of the encounter. As Morrison writes:

I have certainly experienced such situations where answers have been given that the
respondent has imagined would suit the client. People like to be helpful, at least if
they have been asked along to be a member of a group specifically set up to help with
some research . . . [I]t is ‘natural’ to help by providing considered helpful answers to
questions if one has been asked to help with some research. (Morrison, 1998: 186)

This is why, rather than being a negative quality, non-direction needs to be
actively engineered into the behaviour of the moderator and into the responses
he elicits from the research subjects. Moderators need to forestall the natural
propensity to help. Research subjects will always try to anticipate what is
expected and desired from them, and are very likely to act (ie, express views) on
the basis of these assumptions. The task of the moderator is thus much more
complicated than simply letting the conversation run its ‘natural course,’ or
leaving respondents to their own devices. He or she has to manage the expecta-
tions of participants carefully so as to generate nondirective outcomes that are
conducive to the research. The role of the moderator is thus to provoke pre-
conceptions that would suit her research purposes, without allowing research
subjects to be conscious of their own helpfulness. The moderator must, through
self-discipline and the careful management of information, elicit what Merton
described as the ‘self-betrayals’ and ‘self-revelations’ of the research subjects. He
must tame and channel the subjects’ unavoidable awareness of the research
situation towards goals beyond their grasp.

Influence: the moderator as political philosopher

In his study of jury deliberations, Harold Garfinkel analyzed the rules of judg-
ment that jurors were expected to use in producing a legal decision (Garfinkel,
1984). He discovered that, while jurors simultaneously entertain everyday 
and official rules of social judgment, they use the ‘official line’ to produce
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retrospective accounts of the decisions they arrive at, and of the process by
which they arrive at them. The focus group shares important similarities with
the jury setting – another experimental setting designed to generate relevant
opinions – but it presents even more telling differences. Focus group participants
are seldom asked to justify their opinions on the basis of a set of official rules.
They will normally be asked by the moderator to elaborate upon and develop
their opinions, to extend their contributions by pursuing the ramifications of
their initial statements, but this is quite different from being asked to produce
accounts of their opinions in accordance with a set of formalized procedures.
A second, even more fundamental difference between juries and focus groups is
that, while jurors are asked to abandon their everyday patterns of judgment in
reaching legally relevant opinions, the participants of a focus group are expected
to come into the experimental situation with all their preconceived (if, perhaps,
not yet thought out or articulated) attitudes and beliefs. While a juror’s reason-
ing is ideally interchangeable with that of any other juror, the opinions of a
focus group participant should be personal and idiosyncratic, generated accord-
ing to a ‘natural,’ not an ‘official,’ logic of opinion-making. For it is only through
the adoption of an everyday repertoire of judgment and talk that the desired
liveliness of the focus group can be achieved.13

The expected idiosyncrasy of individual opinions raises a fundamental prac-
tical problem for the moderator: the matter of influence. Not, as in the case of
direction, the influence of the moderator herself on ‘the informant’s own expres-
sion of feelings,’ but rather the influence of other focus group participants on
the authenticity of individual opinions. After all, focus groups bring subjects
into contact with one another on the assumption that the dynamic of their inter-
action will favour the generation of individual opinions. Yet, at what point does
the group dynamic produce opinions that are no longer genuine and individual
but simply the effect of processes of influence among participants? When is the
influence of some members, or of the group as a whole, significant enough to
render the judgments expressed by its members inauthentic? In other words,
when is the product of a focus group simply a ‘focus group discussion,’ a series
of opinions produced for and by the occasion, and not a series of genuine view-
points? As one researcher puts it:

The effectiveness of focus groups depends on the interactions among the participants.
But these same interactions can (and frequently do) also impede the effectiveness of
focus groups, under any of several circumstances. An opinion ‘leader’ may emerge
who influences the inputs of the other participants. As a result, the discussion will
reflect the opinion leader’s views more than their own. (. . .) In other cases, a very
strong-willed person may intimidate some of the other participants, who subsequently
say as little as possible for fear of alienating this person. Sometimes, a few partici-
pants realize that they do not express themselves as well as the others and withdraw
from the discussion for fear of looking stupid. (Greenbaum, 1998: 143)

These are all scenarios in which the dynamic of the focus group gives rise to
misleading objects: insincere beliefs, induced judgments, opinions produced
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under the influence of others or only for the purpose of the research at hand.
Some critics see in this quandary an insoluble paradox, a contradiction in terms
that fundamentally limits the usefulness of focus groups as a valid instrument
of investigation: evidence that ‘what is often witnessed [in focus groups] are
group attitudes and not the individual expression of an attitude’ (Morrison,
1998: 185)

To proponents of focus group research, however, the problem of influence is
not an impossible contradiction at the heart of their methodology, but in fact
simply an issue of ‘quality control,’ to be effectively addressed by the manage-
rial skills of the moderator.14 The techniques in which moderators must be pro-
ficient are precisely ‘those that seek to maximize the benefits and minimize the
limitations of group dynamics by properly controlling them’ (Greenbaum, 1998:
110).

Yet, the term ‘quality control’, with its technical undertones, can be mis-
leading, for what moderators articulate in their reflections on the problem of
influence is not simply a purely technical understanding of ‘quality,’ but their
implicit political philosophy. Discussions of the problem of influence are the
touchstone on which moderators formulate an image of the social order most
conducive to the expression of authentic individual opinions. By discussing the
counterproductive aspects of the group situation, they provide a procedural def-
inition of the ideal ‘small moral world’ of a focus group, a space of talk in which
contradictory forces are kept in an artificial balance so as to generate the con-
ditions for a fruitful exchange of genuine individual opinions.

Broadly speaking, and allowing for multiple differences of nuance and
emphasis, the focus group is designed (and the moderator trained) to generate
an isegoric situation. Classical Greek thought described isegoria as the condi-
tion of equality in the agora, understood as equality in the ability to express one’s
own opinions. Isegoria would not describe what we might understand today as
‘freedom of speech,’ the liberty to say whatever is on one’s mind (that ‘freedom’
could rather be described, as I will argue below, as the virtue of parrhesia, which
is often uncomfortably close to the vice of loquacity, an excess of speech that
sometimes expresses a lack of authenticity). Isegoria refers to the formal con-
ditions of an assembly in which citizens would have an equal share in the debate
in the agora; it describes the quality of a space in which every member of the
community is granted the right and the obligation of deliberative participation.15

In the focus group, the research subject does not enjoy anything resembling
‘freedom of speech,’ for his or her speech is constrained by the objectives of the
research and limited to the topics of discussion presented by the moderator. But
the moderator nevertheless aspires to make the proceedings isegoric, in the sense
that every research subject is not only allowed, but enticed and incited to form
views and express opinions, and that any tendency towards a monopolization
of the powers of argument (let alone overt intimidation) is strictly curtailed.16

Using an altogether different metaphor, but expressing a similar view, the 
role of the moderator in bringing about isegoria is also described in terms of
‘diplomacy’:
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The moderator must provide an element of balance in the focus group by diplomat-
ically shifting the conversation from the active talkers to those who have said less. It
is a dangerous mistake to assume that silent participants are agreeing or not think-
ing. If the moderator does not successfully solicit the opinions of less talkative par-
ticipants, some valuable insights may be lost. (Krueger, 1994: 76)

Even excesses in rhetoric need to be limited in the focus group. While
arguments often need to be drawn out to their ultimate consequences, rhetori-
cal persuasion is dangerous because it tends to produce ‘group attitudes,’ and
not ‘the individual expression of an attitude’ – a collective, rather than a col-
lection of individual opinions. In the focus group, the moderator addresses the
need to strip statements of their rhetorical quality through a series of directive
techniques. As Puchta and Potter have shown in their analyses of focus group
discussions, moderators visibly ignore – for instance by not writing down –
statements directed by one participant to another, and persistently redirect par-
ticipants to speak to the moderator, so as to generate ‘freestanding opinions,’
rather than contextually specific responses to other participants’ statements.
Moderators ‘display attention (that is, visibly attend) to freestanding opinion
formulations and display disattention to (explicitly) rhetorically embedded for-
mulations’ (Puchta and Potter, 2002: 351). By inciting non-rhetorical formula-
tions of participants’ opinions, moderators not only try to generate formally
egalitarian conditions of deliberation. They also anticipate the need to produce
a retrospective account of the focus group discussion stripped of its contextual
specificity, an account that often relies heavily on the reproduction of illustra-
tive quotes, which can be circulated far beyond their site of production and sig-
nification (Krueger, 1994: 167; Puchta and Potter, 2002: 360).

The ability of moderators to manage processes of influence, rhetoric and per-
suasion among participants should remind us that, in the focus group, isegoria
among research subjects is compatible with an unequal distribution of the
powers of speech between subject and moderator. In fact, from the point of view
of the moderator the achievement of this equality in speech is simply the result
of his own ‘isegoric skills,’ of his or her ability to maintain the evenly distrib-
uted liveliness of the interaction by preventing the concentration of talk and
influence. We have seen in previous sections the importance that moderators
grant to maintaining their authority vis-à-vis the group, their emphasis on the
need to adopt a ‘style of leadership’ that would guide the subjects toward a pro-
ductive exchange of opinions. The focus group is in this sense closer to the con-
fessional or the pedagogical models of elicitation than to the ideal of the
democratic assembly. The goal of the moderator is to benevolently (forcefully,
yet imperceptibly) lead the focus group to a useful outcome (of which their sub-
jects are ignorant). And, as I noted before, a fundamental objective of the mod-
erator’s techniques is to prevent the emergence of a ‘collective’ out of the group
dynamic – to protect the individuality of the opinions expressed by each par-
ticipant. ‘The moderator,’ one of them argues, stressing this point, ‘is a bit like
a puppeteer, controlling the action, yet hoping panelists don’t see her pulling the
strings’ (Goebert, 2002: 35).
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The opposite of an isegoric assembly is one in which some participants remain
silent, and it is these silences – whatever their cause – that moderators aim to dis-
solve. ‘The facilitator,’ a moderation manual states, ‘must not just avoid domi-
nation of the group by individual members, but must also seek to encourage
contributions from the most timorous’ (Bloor et al., 2001: 49). Thus, in the focus
group setting isegoria implies that the elicitation of speech among participants
must be evenly distributed, and that every member of the group must be given
the encouragement and opportunity to express his or her opinions.

The logic behind this organization of talk is a purely utilitarian one. If elic-
itation is not evenly distributed, ‘valuable insights may be lost.’ In other words,
any and every insight is potentially valuable to the moderator and her clients.
‘The focus group,’ one moderator writes, ‘rests on the deceptively simple premise
that consumers can impart valuable information’ (Goebert, 2002: 32). Not only
that: every participant is a potential source of value. If the moderator is to fulfill
his productive mission, he ‘must truly believe that the participants have wisdom
no matter what their level of education, experience, or background.’ (Krueger,
1994: 101) The ‘deceptively simple premise’ that value can be extracted from
people by inciting them to formulate views and judgments, explains why the
economy of discourse of the focus group is one of almost unrestricted prolif-
eration. After the focus group meeting the researcher will have to code the mul-
tiplicity of opinions and screen out those considered irrelevant or inauthentic,
distilling the most important trends into a report that quotes or paraphrases 
the opinions considered most representative or illustrative. But the larger the
number of opinions expressed by the research subjects, the more likely that mod-
erators and researchers will be in a position to mine valuable insights from the
discussion. This is why alternative opinions must be encouraged and dissent
actively promoted. The moderator continuously ‘heads off premature agree-
ment’ between participants and works against their tendency to avoid direct dis-
putes (Myers, 2004: 126).17 The goal is to maximize the power of the focus group
to generate multiple and heterogeneous viewpoints.

Given this economy of speech, it is not surprising that truthfulness, as a char-
acteristic of the statements produced by participants, is strikingly absent from
the moderators’ reflections. Judging from their technical literature, opinions
cannot be true or false – they can either be genuine or induced, frank or con-
trived. In this sense, the focus group is not only isegoric, but also a space of par-
rhesia, a form of speech in which ‘there is always an exact coincidence between
belief and truth’ (Foucault, 2001: 14). Parrhesia is often translated as ‘free
speech,’ but etymologically it simply means ‘to say everything.’ In the focus
group, the goal is to elicit a complete record of the participant’s own ‘frame of
reference,’ not to ascertain the ‘objective’ quality of his views. The function of
the moderator is to turn every participant into a parrhesiastes, in Foucault’s
words:

Someone who says everything he has in mind: he does not hide anything, but opens
his heart and mind completely to other people through his discourse. In parrhesia,
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the speaker is supposed to give a complete and exact account of what he has in mind
so that the audience is able to comprehend exactly what the speaker thinks. The world
‘parrhesia,’ then, refers to a type of relationship between the speaker and what he says.
For in parrhesia, the speaker makes it manifestly clear and obvious that what he says
is his own opinion. And he does this by avoiding any kind of rhetorical form which
would veil what he thinks. (Foucault, 2001: 14)

Foucault points out in relation to parrhesia that ‘truth-having is guaranteed
by the possession of certain moral qualities.’ In the focus group, true opinions
– that is, opinions that can be circulated as authentic and actionable – are guar-
anteed by the moral qualities of the moderator, and by the proper ordering of
the research subjects and their discussion. This is a curious reformulation of the
Socratic method, in which a good moderator, armed with the proper techniques
of interrogation, is able to extract truthful opinions from the assembled research
subjects – where ‘truthful’ means, once again, a correspondence with the
subject’s authentically held beliefs.

I have so far argued that in conducting a focus group, moderators must
grapple with fundamental questions of political philosophy: the right style of
‘leadership,’ the adequate form of authority (and the limits to its exercise), the
role and dangers of rhetoric, the mechanisms of elicitation, silencing, and exclu-
sion. All these issues come to the fore in the moderators’ discussions of the
problem of influence. We can analyze the focus group as a sort of laboratory
polity – an experimental and transient community in which a particular notion
of the proper social order must be instantiated. The focus group is in this sense
a practical application of political philosophy, and the moderators’ reflections
on good practice represent the articulation of an ideal social order. This social
order is isegoric, rather than egalitarian: it grants every member of the assem-
bly an equal opportunity to express his or her views but their talk is always
steered towards the goals of the moderator. The ‘deceptively simple premise’
underlying this practice is fundamentally utilitarian: the assumption that if a
larger number of opinions can be extracted from research subjects, the moder-
ator will gain more valuable insights into the modes of judgment and behaviour
of consumers. Over and over again moderators emphasize this fact: that the
purpose of the focus group is to extract value from the discussion with research
subjects. In the microcosms of the focus group, then, political organization and
knowledge production are one and the same thing. The focus group is an instru-
ment of knowledge production, but also a ‘small moral world’ that must be
properly ordered so as to maximize this function.

One-way mirrors and the focus group chain

The philosophies of moderation articulated by moderators undergo their mate-
rialization in the choice and arrangement of the particular physical setting in
which the focus group takes place. As noted above, focus groups are examples
of ‘white room’ settings – well-demarcated, closed spaces, designed to facilitate

A market of opinions: the political epistemology of focus groups

© 2007 The Author. Editorial organisation © 2007 The Editorial Board of the Sociological Review



144

the interaction of research subjects and their observation by researchers, while
isolating all of them from external influences. The design of this locale, and of
the artefacts with which it is furnished, is part and parcel of the focus group
methodology. In fact, the lack of adequate facilities is a major challenge to the
usefulness of focus groups as a reliable instrument of knowledge production,
and moderators sometimes complain that ‘the weakest link in the focus group
chain is probably the facility.’

In the last two decades, however, as the use of focus groups has become wide-
spread in commercial market research, the ‘physical plant’ of focus groups has
improved a great deal. ‘What was a mom-and-pop operation has become big
business,’ an American researcher notes. ‘A number of corporate chains are
opening up more and more facilities around the country. Modern facilities are
often large, well-appointed, and even glamorous’ (Langer, 2001: 54–55). The
‘upgrade’ of facilities has not been an even process, and the peculiarity of the
setting often reflects divergent methodological choices and a differential access
to resources between professional moderators, who use the focus groups for
market research, and those, mostly social scientists, who employ it for scholarly
purposes. Users of the focus group for marketing research often criticize the
material arrangements of social scientists, and vice versa. Sometimes, this is
combined with different ‘national styles’ in the conduct of focus groups. An
American market researcher describes as follows the kind of facility often used
in other countries:

In a number of countries, focus groups are often still conducted in private homes, out
of necessity or choice. In the United Kingdom, for instance, there are a growing
number of viewing ‘studios,’ but many British researchers insist that the living room
environment is the best in making respondents feel comfortable. They disapprove of
what they see as the sterility of U.S. facilities. I don’t agree, at least for groups done
in the States. When I’ve done focus groups in a ‘living room’ setting (a real home or
facility), I found that strangers squooshed onto a sofa together did not seem com-
fortable physically or psychologically. It is also difficult to control the inevitable side
conversations. (Langer, 2001: 56)

The focus group setting encompasses thus a variety of possible sites, and the
variability is a reflection of vernacular methodologies, the level of material
resources, and even national preferences.

Perhaps the most identifying and controversial element of the focus group
setting is the mirrored window that separates the research subjects and moder-
ators from the back room so that clients and researchers can observe the pro-
ceedings while remaining themselves invisible.18 The physical separation of those
directly participating in the focus group discussion (moderator and research sub-
jects) from those observing and recording it raises the question of the real-time
and in situ communication between the moderator and her clients (or fellow
researchers) in the back room. But it also generates broader questions about the
relationship between moderators and clients, and the embeddedness of the
‘white room’ discussion in the ‘focus group chain.’
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The real-time communication between clients and moderators is a perennial
problem and a pervasive issue in the moderators’ literature. The old practice of
passing written notes from the back room, by which clients used to communi-
cate their reaction to the ongoing discussion, is almost unanimously rejected by
moderators today. Such an obvious external intervention into the discussion
‘disrupts the flow of conversation’ and undermines the moderator’s position of
authority vis-à-vis the research subjects:

One of the main reasons why focus groups work as a research technique is that the
moderator is the authority figure in the room. (. . .) I have found that when notes are
passed into the room from the clients, the moderator loses the position of authority
since it becomes obvious to the participants that the people in the back are really in
control. Often, the participants begin to talk to the mirror rather than to the moder-
ator, since they feel the more important people are behind the mirror. (Greenbaum,
1998: 50)

The alternative of having the moderator regularly leave the room to ask for
instructions is even worse. In general moderators are keen to limit contact with
clients throughout the course of the focus group. It is easy to understand that
the moderator’s strenuous efforts to become the benevolent ‘authority figure’ in
the room can be easily upset by ‘overzealous clients,’ and generally by any inter-
vention that makes visible to the research subjects the larger setting of which
the focus group discussion is just a part. When instructions are passed from the
back room, it becomes clear to the participants that the moderator is himself
the object of observation and moderation by people hiding behind the mirror.
The experimental features of the setting – the first- and second-order processes
of observation to which participants are being subjected – become then glar-
ingly apparent, perturbing the natural course of an experimental conversation.

This leads some moderators, particularly those using focus groups for social
scientific research, to reject the presence of clients and invisible observers alto-
gether. For these moderators, the increasing technological sophistication of the
research apparatus, particularly visible in the United States, is a hindrance,
rather than an enabling element.

In America market researcher technocratising focus group research has even pro-
gressed to a state where the moderator might be equipped with an ear-piece to receive
instruction from the client. One can understand this in terms of the moderator-client
relationship in market research, but even so to have a client watch focus group in oper-
ation is damaging to the method. If one has moderator demand, one now has client
demand. (Morrison, 1998: 222)

Thus, discussions over the mirrored window and other physical arrangement
of the focus group address, implicitly or explicitly, the relationship between
moderators – the technicians of elicitation that produce the raw material of the
research – and the clients and users of the knowledge being generated. An
important dimension of this relationship is the theatrical aspect of the focus
group. The mirror gives rise to a multidirectional game of observation and
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attribution in which research subjects, moderators, and invisible observers are
entangled. As an American moderator puts it:

For better or worse, there is a theatre aspect to a focus group conducted in front of
the one-way mirror. Observes are unobserved themselves, watching strangers interact.
The moderator is highly aware of having two audiences to keep involved and pleased.
One of the charges made against focus groups is that they are ‘entertainment’ for the
back room. (Langer, 2001: 103)

The danger of trying too hard to entertain the back room is often mentioned
in the moderators’ technical literature. ‘I have observed moderators who spend
a disproportionate amount of time during the session trying to be funny or
clever for the basic purpose of generating a reaction from observing clients,’ one
moderator notes (Greenbaum, 1988: 52). Yet the theatrical gaze is multidirec-
tional and can be highly stimulating for the moderator. While the one-way
mirror allows an invisible audience to observe the performance of the modera-
tor and his subjects, it also reflects this performance back to himself, and to the
people assembled in the ‘white room.’ ‘Somebody once asked me what I like best
about being a moderator,’ one moderator remarks. ‘It’s the entertainment value.
The one-way mirror is a little like a proscenium arch. Part of the reward is the
exuberance I feel in front of the mirror when things are going well or the anxiety
when they aren’t going the way the client – and I – thought they might’ (Goebert,
2002: 34).

The one-way mirror invites assumptions on both sides of the wall. Sometimes
it gives clients a sense of immediacy to the minds of the research subjects, or so
moderators think. ‘The most beguiling aspect of focus groups,’ one moderator
argues, ‘is that they can be observed in action by clients and creative people
hidden behind a one-way mirror. Thus, the planners and executors of advertis-
ing can be made to feel that they are themselves privy to the innermost revela-
tions of the consuming public. They know what consumers think of the product,
the competition, and the advertising, having heard it at first hand’ (Bogart, 1995:
67). At other times, moderators interpret the invisibility of the observers in the
back room as a sign of shyness, or even fear, on the part of their clients – a per-
ception that emphasizes the authority of the moderator beyond the ‘white room’
itself:

Clients are apt to see that one-way mirror as a wall that protects them from their cus-
tomers. In some instances, it becomes the clients’ last refuge against reality. I was doing
sessions with principals from a new dot.com company, one of whom asked me if he
should wait until the group started before going to the bathroom, which was located
across from the waiting room. Why? He didn’t want any of the panelists to see him.
In truth, no one would have known who he was, but advertisers and marketers cling
to a deep-seated fear of confronting the people who might buy and use their stuff.
(Goebert, 2002: 26)

Yet, regardless of the motives attributed to the unobserved observers, mod-
erators perceive and resent their presence – invisible as it might be – as a form
of control.19 In a certain way, the mirror makes real and evident (if also physi-
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cally invisible) the dictum that ‘the moderator is the instrument in a focus group
interview’ (Morgan and Krueger, 1993: 6). This idea may in theory be accept-
able to facilitators, but it must also be made imperceptible during their
encounter with the research subjects. The mirrored window gives a material form
to this ambiguity.

Conclusion: the political constitution of market opinions

Despite being a key resource in social-scientific and marketing research, opin-
ions are a neglected object of investigation. Researchers spend a great deal of
effort explaining why people have the opinions they have, or using those opin-
ions to explain other social phenomena, yet they have devoted very little atten-
tion to how something comes to be counted as an opinion, to the conditions of
possibility for something to become an ‘opinion.’ Opinions are too often treated
as unproblematic objects, unmediated expressions of people’s beliefs or values.

The relatively unproblematic status of opinions is surprising, given the fact
that knowledge and knowledge claims are routinely subjected to intense
analytical scrutiny. We have sophisticated accounts of the manufacture of tech-
nical and scientific knowledge, for instance, and of the instruments and tech-
nologies through which it is created, certified and circulated. Opinions, as the
example of the focus group hopes to make clear, also have an instrumental
history. They are generated in a highly mediated fashion and through complex
technologies of investigation, yet they do not seem to merit the same analytical
treatment and are often addressed as if they somehow emerged from individual
preferences. The famous distinction between episteme and doxa is maintained,
albeit in a curiously inverse fashion: we have come to understand valid knowl-
edge as an entity in need of an explanation, but the existence of a field of opin-
ions still appears to us as a natural phenomenon, a function of actors’ beliefs.

In the focus group chain, individual opinions are manufactured as such – as
peculiar entities, different from knowledge claims. They are treated as material-
izations of personal viewpoints and certified as expressions of individual beliefs.
Among many other things, focus groups produce experimental representations
of consumer attitudes and opinions on market products. The ‘focus group chain’
is, in its most refined and standardized form, a machinery for the elicitation of
individual opinions and for their integration into marketing strategies.

This chapter has focused on the techniques of moderation and the self-
understandings that moderators bring to bear on the task of generating those
opinions. I have tried to discuss these techniques and self-understandings, not
only as methodological prescriptions but also as a peculiar epistemology of
moderation and, moreover, as instantiations of a particular notion of political
order. The technical literature of moderators is infused with moral and politi-
cal issues. It discusses authority, rhetoric, exclusion, influence, equality. The
focus group is thus a kind of laboratory polity, an experimentally assembled and
transient community organized to extract knowledge about people – particularly
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about their behaviour in the marketplace – from the opinions they express. And
it can only do so if it endows the group with a particular political constitution.
According to the moderators, this constitution is based on a personal, even artis-
tic, style of authority and self-discipline on their part, an isegoric distribution
of speech among the subjects, and a high degree of autonomy vis-à-vis clients
and audiences. From the point of view of moderators, tradable opinions about
the market are best manufactured in these ‘small moral worlds,’ where they can
handle their subjects with a combination of conversational virtuosity, a skilful
application of technique, and an isegoric political philosophy.

Notes

1 I would like to thank Chi-ming Yang, Catherine Grandclement, and the editors of this volume
for many insightful comments on an early version of the argument.

2 The genealogy of the focus group as a technique of social investigation crisscrosses into a 
variety of domains, beginning with the early uses of the ‘focussed interview’ by Robert K.
Merton, Patricia Kendall, and other researchers associated with Paul Lazarsfeld’s Bureau 
of Applied Social Research (BASR). The fluidity of the focus group form, its relative cost-
effectiveness and versatile nature, allowed the members of the BASR to move quite effortlessly
between social-scientific and marketing research – from investigations into the effects of
war-time propaganda films on the morale of US troops to analyses of the most efficacious 
marketing strategy for a brand of toothpaste. Deployed in a variety of contexts and for a 
multitude of purposes, the technology of the focus group soon underwent numerous 
changes. For a detailed history of the BASR and its methodological innovations see 
Converse (1986).

3 Robert K. Merton commented critically on the spread and multiplication of the ‘focussed inter-
view’ beyond social-scientific research, and he rued its elevation in the marketing sciences to the
status of almost infallible truth-finding machine. He noted that ‘during the passage from Morn-
ingside Heights [the site of Columbia University and Lazarsfeld’s BASR] to Madison Avenue
the focussed interview has undergone some sea changes of the kind I’ve been in a position only
to hint at: the quick would-be conversion of new plausible insights into demonstrable gospel
truths’ (Merton, 1987: 560).

4 The term ‘white room’ is borrowed from Cicourel (1996).
5 For an analysis of another instrument of social scientific investigation, the opinion poll, see for

instance Osborne and Rose (1999).
6 Finally, the chapter is also limited in that it is restricted to British and American sources. One

should expect a fair degree of variability across different cultures of social research, and the exis-
tence of distinct vernacular forms in other countries and literatures.

7 The distinction between ‘natural settings’ and ‘naturalistic inquiries’ is drawn from Lincoln and
Guba (1985).

8 The image of the chameleon is more common than one would expect: ‘A good moderator knows
how to be a chameleon, relating to people across the socio-economic spectrum by modifying
dress, body language, and vocabulary’ (Langer, 2001: 31).

9 The term ‘focus group’ was a misnomer, according to Merton, if only because, from a socio-
logical standpoint, the congregation of research subjects hardly constituted a ‘group.’ It was
merely a ‘grouping’ (Merton, 1990: xix).

10 In the 1940s, Merton and his collaborators analysed transcripts of focus group discussions pre-
cisely to discover these teachable patterns of interaction between moderators and interviewees
and train future researchers. Their study of these transcripts resembles the kind of analysis of
talk conducted, with a very different purpose, by Conversation Analysis scholars (Myers, 2004;
Puchta and Potter, 2002).
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11 This sort of sabotage is not unique to focus groups, but appears in all kinds of social experi-
ments. Sagoff (1998) describes the case of an economic experiment in which research subjects
were asked to value environmental qualities by putting a price (or compensation) on their loss
(eg, how much would a pollutant have to pay to compensate for a loss of visibility due to an
emission). About half of the participants ‘required infinite compensation or refused to cooper-
ate’ with this portion of the exercise.

12 Of course the perils of familiarity also affect moderators, particularly professionals with a wealth
of experience in eliciting opinions on any given topic. ‘A disadvantage of using a professional
group moderator,’ Greenbaum writes, ‘is that this person may not be able to address the subject
at hand in a totally objective manner because of prior experience with the subject (or a closely
related one) during a previous focus group assignment. I have found during my career as a mod-
erator that I do not forget the material covered in a group session for a long time, and it is not
unusual to use information learned from a focus group to help direct the discussion in a subse-
quent session.’ (Greenbaum, 1988: 48) The solution to this problem is, according to moderators,
a high degree of self-discipline, the ability to treat every group session as if it were unique.

13 Among the rules of the ‘official line’ that jurors are expected to adopt, Garfinkel lists the fol-
lowing: (6) ‘For the good juror, personal preferences, interests, social preconceptions, ie, his per-
spectival view, are suspended in favor of a position that is interchangeable with all positions
found in the entire social structure. His point of view is interchangeable with that of ‘Any Man’.
(8) ‘The good juror suspends the applicability of the formulas that he habitually employs in
coming to terms with the problems of his own everyday affair’ (Garfinkel, 1984: 109). None 
of these rules apply to focus groups – in fact, the focus group is founded on the opposite
expectations.

14 While the focus group largely centers on the production of oral opinions, it is interesting to
note that ‘quality control’ procedures often rely on writing to assess the authenticity of views,
or the degree to which the group dynamic has altered the views of individuals. Writing, as
opposed to group talk, is the space where the ultimate meaning of the stated opinions can be
recovered. Greenbaum argues that ‘the best way a moderator can help the participants say what
they really think and feel rather than be influenced by each other is to have them write down
their opinion before sharing them with the group’ (Greenbaum, 1998: 144). Krueger, on the
other hand, recommends a final writing assessment, in which research subjects ‘clarify’ incon-
sistent views expressed in the course of the discussion. ‘If the participant does not have the
opportunity to explain the differences, it is nearly impossible to determine what to do with 
the comments.’ (Krueger, 1994: 80) Writing can also be used during a group discussion to 
‘quiet down the group enthusiasm so the moderator can get the discussion back on track.’
(Greenbaum, 1988: 65)

15 Thus, in the chapter I use the terms ‘isegoria’ and ‘isegoric’ differently from most of the exist-
ing commentary on the concepts and their use in ancient Greece (see for instance Griffith, 1966).
I am interested in the form of organization of an assembly in which the powers of speech must
be evenly distributed so as to generate the maximum value for the audience – in this case, the
moderator and her clients. My use does not include the notion of ‘freedom of speech,’ nor a
notion of justice in the distribution of speech, which are central to the principle of isegoria as
instantiated in the Athenian agora. The focus here is exclusively on the condition – or, in the
focus group, the imperative – of equal participation. I owe this caveat to Emmanuel Didier.

16 Pursuing a similar argument, Silver (1990) has traced the pervasive use and theoretical signifi-
cance of small groups in American sociology to the ‘theories of community’ of religious con-
gregations. The focus group shares the assumption that ‘central features of total societies are
best or uniquely understood by investigating properties of small-scale interaction between
persons.’

17 This is not the same as encouraging polarization, a well-known effect of poorly run focus groups.
As Morrison points out, ‘polarization of thought is of particular concern to the clients of market
researchers since if what is being measured is an effect of group membership then it is not a
good predictor of attitudes and behaviour in the natural setting of everyday life outside the para-
meters of the focus group’ (Morrison, 1998: 183).
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18 The increase in the use of focus groups in the production of commercially relevant knowledge
has been accompanied by the creation of facilities explicitly designed to facilitate the interaction
between researchers and their clients. The sophistication of the back room and the observation
equipment has grown accordingly. ‘Many back rooms today are built for 20 observers, often
theatre-style with stepped-up levels for better viewing. There are adjoining lounges with phones
and closed-circuit TV for viewing . . . Some have booths so clients and moderators can make
private calls because the facility is their office-on-the-road’ (Langer, 2001: 55).

19 The struggle for control of the focus group extends beyond the management of the discussion,
to other stages in the ‘focus group chain.’ For instance, the use of recording equipment is gen-
erally intended as an aid to the research, but it also serves to make the moderator accountable.
Videotapes or transcripts of the focus group allow clients and outsiders to ‘reverse’ the process
of analysis, probing the connections between the interpretations offered by the researchers and
the evidence generated in the course of the discussion.
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