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Understanding group and individual identity 
in Zoom vs face-to-face research
The Nursery compared three 
 research modes ñ  virtual focus 
groups, facet of ace focus groups 
and chatrooms. It used the small 
window in the summer of 2020 to 
run Covid s afe masked groups in 
a Wimbledon hotel room. The 
researchers were interested in:

O  Difference between group and 
individual identity and how that 
was expressed

O  Self disclosure
O  The polarising and conformity 

of views.

The researchers found that individual 
identity was maximised in virtual 
focus groups, with participants 
comfortable in their home 
surroundings and more empowered 
to express their own opinion without 
worrying about someone else in the 
group disagreeing. 

In contrast, in the facet of ace 
focus group, even with masks on, 
group conformity was everything. 
They noted that, while wearing masks, 
participants werenít  hiding behind 
them, but using exaggerated body 
language to emphasise a point. 

During virtual focus groups, 
researchers had to work hard to 
maximise the groupís  shared identity, 
by calling out similarities and 
creating a more dynamic energy. In 
face to face groups, it was 
important to pull out the individual. 

In chatrooms, the group was harder 
to control. Text encouraged people to 
take a more forceful stance, as if the 
typing detached them from their 
own words.  Despite this, however, 
there was bonding within the group 
with lots of LOLs [laughs out loud] 
between participants. 
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Recruiting expertise  
and advanced technology 

for easier, smarter 
solutions you can trust

ONLINE
QUALITATIVE 
SOLUTIONS

Online Focus Groups 
and IDIs

Online Discussion 
Boards

Online Usability and  
Eye Tracking

Online Ethnography

SchlesingerGroup.com
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Keeping calm and carrying on 
O  Expect the unexpected.
O  Donít i mmediately jump to a data 

quality conclusion if surprised. Take 
a step back. Has the pandemic 
affected what Iím l ooking at? What 
are the big societal forces that 
might be affecting it? Do I need 
to change my thinking in the way 
I analyse this data? 

O  Donít be  tempted to think that, just 
because circumstances have 
changed so much,  people have. 

Human wants and needs donít  
change anything like as quickly as 
circumstance does. 

O  Embrace the fluidity of this brave 
new world. Lean into the speed, the 
flexibility, the freedom to evolve 
stimulus. Encourage participants to 
share glimpses of their home life.

O  Make the virtual world work for you. 
Evolve methodologies and 
techniques. Mix things up. Enjoy the 
opportunities it brings.

O  Beware Zoom/screen fatigue. 
O  Now is the time to experiment. Donít  

fall into the habit of force fitting 
traditional research modes into a 
virtual world. Consider every client 
brief in context to get the best
quality data.

O  Enjoy the wider client audience and 
the democratisation of your 
research in this new reality, where 
online ëm eeting roomsí can  be as 
big as you want them to be. 
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Staying connected with asynchronous approaches
In 2005, working for Synovate, 
I transitioned some of the first 
face to face quant trackers online. 
We used propensity weighting scores 
and the innovation adoption curve of 
Rogers to balance our samples, to get 
a more representative response online. 
The  three areas of focus were:
O��Understand the audience and source 

bias to either compensate or deliver 
representative response (beyond 
demography) 

O  The questionnaire instrument  ñ  
moving from a live ë synchronousí  
response to an interactive, self
completion, ë asynchronousí  response

O  Using the modality to improve 
engagement and response ñ  think 
early  gamification and ë flashí  tools.

Fifteen years later, and digital 
quantitative methods are the 
mainstay; however,  digital qualitative 
has only just started to explode, for 
obvious reasons. The transition 
principles are still the same. We need to 
ensure recruitment is representative, 
and understand the tools available for 
online qualitative, and how to optimise 

participant engagement in the 
modality in which we are interacting .

 We have transitioned very quickly to 
a world of video calls; we  bring  work 
meetings into our homes, and our 
 approach to personal virtual 
connection is very different from  in 
March 2020 . I message more one  on  
one , and blend face to face online 
connection when appropriate. 

Our approach to digital qualitative is 
no different. There is a place for online 
focus groups, and  great benefits , but 
what about the other tools available? 
Ití s  natural  to take an ë offlineí  approach 
and replicate it online, but when we 
focus on using the online modality and 
all of its strengths, approaches start to 
change, and clients see the benefit.

Asynchronous methods ñ    mobile 
qual, communities, online journals, 
discussion boards, digital ethnography, 
and video diaries ñ  offer exceptional 
solutions to optimise the insight  of a 
project. Online focus groups mean  we 
can see and hear participants, see 
facial and (some) non verbal cues; 
clients can join in real time and 
researchers can see participants in 

their  own environment.  They can be 
logistically challenging, however,  and 
transcripts  long and unstructured.

With asynchronous methods, 
everyone participates in their own time; 
you can collect a vast amount of 
information  over a series of sessions; 
you can cover more content; and ñ  
 with a longer engagement period  ñ  
there is increased opportunity for 
context and becoming comfortable 
with the researcher. You can also 
employ a wider variety of questions, 
take time for more considered probing, 
and  encounter fewer technical issues. 

Asynchronous approaches mean 
non verbal cues arení t available.  So, 
more thought  in approaching the guide 
design, and  more upfront effort, is 
required.   What remains essential is 
ensuring we also focus on that moment 
of researcher participant connection ñ  
the environment, the content, the 
benefits and limitations of the 
interaction ñ  to optimise the insight.

!"#$%&$'()*+,#-+$.)$%)%-($/#)
0$1-23#-%$4-(&5)1.$-(&)%/.+&$/(%5)
'&)61".-%$(7-#)8#/+3

Recruiting Expertise and Advanced Technology 
for Global Qual and Quant Research Success

Online Focus Groups & IDIs

Online Discussion Boards 

Online Usability & Eye Tracking

Online Ethnography

Guided Mobile Chats 

Online Surveys  

Discover Our Advantage at 
SchlesingerGroup.com

COMPREHENSIVE ONLINE SOLUTIONS

Highly e#ective automated processes 
of sampling, panel management, 

and integrated global panel access 
via high API connectivity

A unique suite of innovative 
proprietary online qualitative 

platforms helping you deliver the 
most impactful global insights
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