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3.0 Methodology 
 
3.1 Study Design 
 

This is a qualitative study using focus groups. Focus groups are widely used in 

health research and increase understanding of consumer interest within subject 

areas. (Green and Thorogood, 2004). Focus groups can present an open forum for 

natural discussion around the subject matter as participants are influenced and will 

influence others during conversation (Krueger and Casey, 2000).  

 

The aim of the focus groups was to gain a qualitative view of consumer 

understanding and use of food labelling information.  

 

3.2 Sample Size 

 

Where quantitative research uses power calculations to understand sample size 

for purposes of recruitment, sample size for qualitative research can be measured 

by a convenience sample (Murphy, 2007). This can mean recruiting as many 

participants as research resource and time allows whilst ensuring a suitable 

degree of specificity is met (Kruger and Casey, 2000).  

 

The focus groups were designed to meet the research objectives as detailed in 

section 2.6. Four focus groups were believed to be significant as constrained by 

research time and resource as well as ensuring adequate specificity as defined by 

the research objectives. The focus groups were conducted in Chester, this location 

being the city where the author was based at time of data collection. Each focus 

group consisted of 5-6 participants. Kruger and Casey (2000) state that many 

researchers are using 4-6 participants in focus groups as this smaller number is 

seen to be easier to recruit and manage.  
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3.3 Population and subjects 

 

The study is interested in the general population as the target group and aimed to 

recruit participants from a wide range of backgrounds. Participants were selected 

to reflect a range of the total study population. A life-stage approach was used to 

arrange the participants into groups. Krueger and Casey (2000) detail in their 

guide to Focus Groups that it can be suitable to make discussion groups as 

homogenous as possible with sufficient variation among participants to allow for 

contrasting opinions. Homogeneity allows a degree of comfort amongst the 

participants, thereby eliciting response. The author aimed to use participants 

across the life-stages, i.e. ‘young adult’, ‘family’ and ‘retired’ (Navigator, 2007). 

 

Participants were recruited through the use of an advertising flyer (Appendix C) at 

the University of Chester, the Women's Institute – Chester and through a contact 

of the author at an external employment source. The external employment source 

was recommended by a colleague of the author and recruitment of participants 

was completed on an individual basis and not affiliated with the employer. An 

approval letter from the Women's Institute authorising contact is detailed in 

Appendix D.  

 

A recruitment questionnaire (Appendix E) was administered by phone once 

participants had expressed an initial interest in taking part in the study The 

recruitment questionnaire ensured exclusion and inclusion criteria were met. 

Inclusion criteria were established by the nature of the different participant 

groupings as detailed below. Exclusion criteria included anyone who currently 

works or studies in the field of Nutrition, Dietetics, Food Science or Food 

manufacture. Any participant that answered question 3 of the recruitment 

questionnaire with any of the above professions or course of study were not asked 

to participate in the study. Their knowledge of the subject matter would potentially 

be more sophisticated than the average participant and involvement in discussion 

of the subject matter may have influenced comments and discussion points of the 

other participants. One participant in the ‘retired’ group had once worked in the 

food industry. This participant had not been actively working since the 1960s, the 



 36

author therefore believes that the participant would not have current working 

knowledge that may affect the discussion. Participant profiles from the individual 

group sessions are specified in Table 2. 

 

Any participant that answered ‘do very little buying’ or ‘do none of the buying’ to 

question 7 in the recruitment questionnaire, was not asked to take part in the 

study. It was believed that someone who has given either of these two responses 

to this question will have had very little contact with food packaging and therefore 

food information labels. These participants may therefore have had little to 

contribute to the focus group sessions and may have made the sessions invalid or 

difficult to run. 

 

The participants were arranged into groups as follows; Group 1) Retired, Group 2) 

Family – women, Group 3) Family – men, Group 4) Young adults – students. 

 

Due to the nature of the focus group sessions an open discussion was required 

and therefore it was essential that participants could fully understand and converse 

in English. Participants who could not understand or speak English were not asked 

to participate. 

 

Krueger and Casey (2000) also discuss the positive and negative implications of 

using participants who know each other within the same focus group. As this study 

was a small scale study and recruited participants from relatively small sample 

pools, it was difficult to avoid using participants that knew each other. As the 

nature of the subject matter under discussion is not sensitive information I did not 

believe that participants would feel uncomfortable discussing the subject in front of 

participants they knew. I believe that this aided the discussion within the group, as 

the groups were small, participants seemed more comfortable and able to talk. 

 
 
 
 



 37

Table 2: Participants Profile by Group 

Participant Information 

Group Age 
(yrs 
old) 

Sex 
(F-
Female/
M- Male)  

Marital or 
Living 
Status 

Occupation or 
course of Study 

Any Other Relevant 
Information 

(1) 
A 
B 
C 
D 
E 
F 
 

 
> 60 
> 60 
> 60 
> 60 
> 60 
> 60 

 
F 
F 
F 
F 
F 
F 
 

 
Married 
Married 
Married 
Married 
Married 
Married 

 
Retired 
Retired 
Retired 
Retired 
Retired 
Retired 

 
Lives in rural environment 
Previously worked in the food 
industry 
 
Husband has type 2 Diabetes 
Has type 2 Diabetes 

(2) 
A 
 
B 
C 
 
D 
E 
 

 
26 
 
29 
29 
 
31 
31 

 
F 
 
F 
F 
 
F 
F 

 
Lives with 
partner 
Single 
Lives with 
partner 
Married 
Married 
 

 
Marketing 
 
Designer 
Health worker 
 
Accountant 
Sales 

 
 
 
Has one child <2 yrs old 
 
 
 
Has one child <2 yrs old 
 
 

(3) 
A 
B 
C 
 
D 
 
E 

 
34 
31 
34 
 
33 
 
35 

 
M 
M 
M 
 
M 
 
M 

 
Married 
Married 
Lives with 
partner 
Lives with 
partner 
Lives with 
partner 

 
Geologist 
Chemist 
Chemist 
 
Buyer 
 
Sales 

 
 
Has one child <1 yrs old 
 

(4) 
A 
B 
C 
D 
E 
F 

 
20 
19 
19 
20 
19 
21 

 
F 
F 
F 
F 
F 
F 

 
Flat share 
Flat share 
Flat share 
Flat share 
Flat share 
Flat share 

 
Biology 
Biology 
Animal Behaviour 
Animal Behaviour 
Animal Behaviour 
Health Science 

 
 
Vegetarian 
 
 
Vegan 
Vegetarian 

 
3.4 Procedures 
 

Group 1 and 2 discussion sessions took place at the Women’s Institute meeting 

rooms, group 3 took place at the researcher’s own home and group 4 took place at 

the University of Chester campus. All rooms used were suitable for the purpose of 

the focus groups. Before the groups started the participants were allowed time to 
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read through the participant information form (Appendix F) and given the 

opportunity to raise any queries regarding the research. The participants were then 

asked to sign a consent form (Appendix G) if they were comfortable with the 

proceedings and wished to continue to participate.  

 

A standardised, semi-structured discussion guide (Appendix H) was used, as 

developed by the author to ensure continuity of the discussion across all four of 

the focus groups. Although using a structured discussion guide may be seen as 

contradictory to qualitative research (Green and Thorogood, 2004) it will ensure a 

greater efficiency of data comparison. The discussion started with an ice breaker 

question and then asked a general question surrounding the idea of healthy 

eating. The discussion then moved on to discuss the participants understanding, 

interest and attitude to information on food packaging. An interactive exercise was 

also completed within the session. Samples of food packaging (Appendix I) were 

placed in front of the participants in order to prompt conversation and gain an 

insight into participant’s recognition, understanding and use of information labels 

on food packaging. The focus group sessions all lasted between one and one ½ 

hours. 

 

The author facilitated all four of the focus group session. Groups 1, 2 and 4 were 

tape recorded with the consent of the participants. The group 3 discussion session 

was not tape recorded due to a lack of equipment at the time of data collection. 

During this focus group session notes were made by the facilitator (the author). 

Notes were also made during groups 1, 2 and 4.  

 

Once the focus groups were completed the author completed a reflection of each 

group and included this with the notes taken during the session. The tapes were 

then transcribed. Audio taping and transcribing the focus group sessions allow for 

transparency of methods and ensures an audit trail is present, if required.  

 
3.5 Data Management and Analysis 
 

Transcript based data (Kruger and Casey, 2000) was used to provide information 

for the analysis. The audio tapes were listened to and relevant and useful portions 
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of the discussion transcribed. Irrelevant conversation was removed from the 

transcript, building an abridged (Kruger and Casey, 2000) script of the discussion 

group sessions. Notes were taken by the facilitator during the third focus group 

and an abridged transcript typed from the information (transcripts presented in 

appendix K). The transcripts were colour coded to ensure, once cut, relevant data 

was recognisable to the focus group that it came from. 

Participants were given identification codes for the purpose of data management 

and write up. No participant name was used during the write up of the research 

and the researcher and research supervisor only, have access to participant data. 

This maintained the confidentiality of the participant information and transcript 

data.  

 

Thematic analysis was used to analyse the data. Thematic analysis is the most 

common approach used in qualitative research and aims to report the key 

elements of participant’s accounts (Green and Thorogood, 2004). Analysis was a 

continuous process that started during data collection and continued once all the 

focus group sessions were completed. Raibee (2004) states the aim of analysis is 

to reduce the amount of data available by developing themes from the data to 

analyse for common concepts and ideas.  

 

The transcripts and notes from the focus group sessions were read by the author a 

number of times in order to familiarise herself with them. Whilst reading the 

transcripts the author noted ideas of common concepts in the margins in order to 

establish themes across the data. Once this was completed the quotes were cut 

from the transcript and placed alongside the theme it represented. Themes were 

standard across the groups for ease of comparison. The quotes were then 

analysed against the objectives of the study, as detailed in section 2.6. In this way 

the objectives of the study were used to establish themes, as well as allowing new 

themes to emerge as the author read through the data. 

 

The quotes were then analysed and reviewed within their themes to establish 

common reactions, attitudes and beliefs of the participants. Each theme was then 

summarised and supported with relevant quotes from the transcript data. Once all 
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the summaries were completed these were in turn reviewed again, against the 

objectives of the study (section 2.6) in order to establish any core themes for the 

discussion of the data (Braun and Clarke, 2006). 

  

The results are presented in section 4 for each of the five main research objectives 

in turn. Each research objective is presented as a summary of the data and 

authenticity of the summary supported with relevant quotes from the raw data. The 

summaries are accompanied by a diagram detailing the key themes that surround 

the objectives as drawn from the data analysis. 

 

In order to compare the response across the four discussion groups, the relevance 

of the objectives in relation to the level of importance placed on them by the 

individual groups is presented in the results section.  

 

Conclusions and, or recommendations can now be interpreted from these findings. 

The aim of the researcher is to be the voice of the participants (Kruger and Casey, 

2000) and explain the meanings, beliefs and attitudes of these participants 

(Rabiee, 2004) within the context of the research question.  

 

3.6 Ethical Considerations 

 

Ethical approval was sought for and given (Appendix J) by the University of 

Chester Faculty of Applied and Health Sciences, ethics committee. Seeking ethical 

approval maintains the integrity and quality of the research by ensuring that;  

a) There is no risk of harm to the participants either physical or psychological.  

b) Participants have been recruited voluntarily  

c) Particpants have given prior consent before participating  

d) The particpants are assured that identifying information will not be made 

available to anyone who is not directly involved in the study. All personal data from 

the study is held in strict confidence.  

 




