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ABSTRACT 
This practical guide’s main goals are to assist researchers in understanding online focus group 
discussions (e-FGD), emphasise the need to obtain a range of viewpoints, and provide novices with 
a step-by-step approach to ensure successful preparation, execution, and analysis. e-FGD provides 
a convenient, accessible platform for gathering diverse opinions and experiences from participants 
across multiple sites, overcoming geographical barriers. In the current digital era, they accommodate 
participants’ schedules and increase flexibility while delivering fast, cost-effective insights. This 
guide provides easy-to-follow instructions supported by evidence from recent research. e-FGDs are 
particularly valuable in fields like medical education, revealing insights often missed in quantitative 
studies. Although there are obstacles such as limited resources, digital literacy, and connectivity 
issues, these challenges promote open, spontaneous conversations and more comprehensive data. 
Future research could explore artificial intelligence (AI)-based moderation, multilingual adaptation, 
and cross-cultural comparisons. By following this guide, researchers will be equipped to conduct 
e-FGDs effectively and foster inclusive, meaningful dialogue.
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INTRODUCTION

Focus group discussion (FGD) is a pivotal educational research method in medical research, 
offering qualitative insights into participants’ perspectives through their opinions and 
experiences. To ensure efficient planning, implementation, and analysis, this article defines 
FGD, emphasises its importance for capturing diverse perspectives, and provides a step-by-
step guide for novices.
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Krueger (1) defined focus groups as organised discussions aimed at collecting data on a 
specific subject from participants in a relaxed, non-threatening environment, emphasising 
the conducive atmosphere for data gathering. FGDs are carried out to learn about subjects’ 
knowledge, viewpoints, experiences, and attitudes towards topics of interest, and to seek 
clarification of behaviours that would be challenging to find using other modalities (2). 
Furthermore, Morgan (3) described focus groups as a research method that gathers data 
through group interactions on a topic set by the researcher, highlighting the importance 
of group dynamics and focused discussion. FGD, to put it briefly, is a qualitative research 
technique that leverages group dynamics to generate deeper insights by using interactive 
group conversations that examine participants’ views, attitudes, experiences, and behaviours 
on a given issue. FGD can be utilised either as an independent method or alongside other 
qualitative (4) and quantitative data collection techniques. Standalone FGDs are usually 
used to learn people’s opinions on specific subjects or to gather information from specific 
groups. The key benefits of FGDs include evaluating preconceived notions and observations, 
methodically answering the research question for clarification, and creating relevant codes 
by hearing participants’ responses in their own words and voices.  A bias-free compilation 
of the participants’ thoughts, opinions, perceptions, and remarks is an extra advantage.  
Furthermore, since the majority of health-related illnesses occur in social settings, FGDs are 
important for understanding the social context of medical research and healthcare (5). The 
FGD output can be used to supplement, amplify, and illustrate contents for the hypothetical 
model (which most of the researchers have). This way, the FGD results offer substantial 
insight into the relevant components of the research subjects covered. 

As technology has advanced, researchers are increasingly using online focus group 
discussions (e-FGD) to overcome geographical barriers, offering a simple, accessible 
platform for collecting a range of participant perspectives and experiences from various 
locations. It accommodates participants’ schedules and increases participation flexibility 
while offering timely, cost-effective information. The subsequent sections will delineate 
key steps to conduct e-FGD in three distinct phases, namely, e-FGD preparation, conducting 
e-FGD and e-FGD analysis.

Phase 1: Preparing e-FGD

Step 1: Design an e-FGD study plan

Combining with existing qualitative or quantitative data collection methods, e-FGDs enable 
researchers to achieve data triangulation (6, 7). This approach enhances the depth and 
reliability of research findings by integrating results from multiple methodologies, allowing 
them to complement and enrich each other for a more comprehensive understanding of 
the research questions. When adopting the e-FGD procedure, researchers must design 
a comprehensive e-FGD study plan by selecting appropriate methodologies, developing 
protocols, preparing guiding documents, and formulating questions aligned with the 
research objectives (Tables 1–5). Additionally, researchers need to facilitate focus groups 
with well-prepared plans for recording sessions, analysing data, and reporting results (8). 
Researchers should obtain ethical approval from their institutional review boards at the very 
beginning of their e-FGD planning process, especially if they plan to use third-party digital 
platforms for data collection and processing.
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Table 1: Example of an outline of the e-FGD sessions

Session 1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th 7th

Date  

Facilitators Example: 1–2

Duration in minutes Example: 100–120

Total participants Example: 6–12

Year of study 

Male participants 

Female participants

Selection Example:  Email/WhatsApp/Mobile

Conduction Example:  Online synchronous (Zoom)

Recordings sources Example: Online recording + field notes

Table 2: Sample of e-FGD protocol

Mode Synchronous online (----add name of software)

Objective A qualitative exploration of (add your research topic here)

Level of study of the participants 

e-
FG

D
 

Sampling Purposeful sampling (Total participants; example: 40, total 
groups = 7)

Pilot testing 1st session (Example: Total 6 participants)
2nd session (Example: Total 7 participants) 

Main e-FGD 3rd session (Example: Total 5 participants)
4th session (Example: Total 5 participants)
5th session (Example: Total 8 participants)
6th session (Example: Total 6 participants)
7th session (Example: Total 3 participants)

Verifying the saturation 7th session (Example: Total 3 participants)

Duration 2 hours per session

Written consent A well-versed and informed consent (Appendix A) is to be 
taken from all participants. All collected and related data, 
information, facts, and participants recorded dialogue will be 
kept confidential.

Safety risk It is anticipated that there shall be no safety risk or 
psychological distress to the attending participants.

The direct benefit to the 
participants

The direct benefit to study subjects is allowing them to 
express thoughts about how they feel regarding research 
topics (add your research topic here).

The indirect 
benefit to society 

The provided data shall be utilised to generate meaningful 
themes related to the research objectives to produce 
an insightful explanation of the research topic (add your 
research topic here).  

Participant guidance A participant information sheet (PIS) comprised details 
on the purpose of the study (Appendix B), and what 
participation involves and outlined how all ethical 
considerations had been addressed.



Education in Medicine Journal 2026; 18(2): 163–187

https://eduimed.usm.my166

e-FGD guide This shall comprise all pertinent details at various stages 
(pre-during-post) of e-FGD (Appendix C).

Conflict of interest The researchers declare no conflict of interest.

e-FGD assistant incentives Appreciation letter (you may include any other incentives of 
your choice). 

Participants’ incentives Token of appreciation or redeemable coupons, to be given 
after e-FGD (add any other incentive you like). 

Moderator Researcher (add the name of the researcher). 

Step 2: Determine sample size and session frequency

Applying the data saturation concept and evaluating topic adequacy at the conclusion of 
each session can help you determine the optimal number of participants and sessions.  To 
find a basic description of the research issue under discussion, the concept of saturation 
is frequently utilised to guide the selection of a suitable sample size for this component 
(qualitative) of the study. It is a common observation that when issues being studied 
are saturated, further data collection no longer yields valuable insights (9). Hence, it is 
imperative to continue collecting data from the FGD participants until the point of adequacy 
or saturation (10) is reached. Although appropriate ideal sizes vary, focus groups are 
typically small. Some suggest that the ideal number of FGD participants is 6 to 12 (11), while 
others suggest 5 to 7 (1), 5 to 25 (12),  between 8 and 12 (13), at least 15 (14), 7 to 89 (9), but 
must not exceed 100 (15). Considering these recommendations, the e-FGD sample size can 
be kept between 5 and 100, as shown in Table 3, depending on the nature of the research 
objectives.  The size of an FGD sample is influenced by various factors that influence data 
saturation, where smaller samples are suitable for homogenous, transparent populations 
with content experts and well-trained researchers, while larger samples are needed for 
broader research questions, heterogeneous populations, abstract topics, and studies using 
single methods or multiple perspectives (16). Nonetheless, continue holding focus groups 
until it appears to have reached a saturation point, at which point themes are reiterated and 
no fresh data is obtained. In thematic analysis, coding needs to stop when no new codes 
arise which suggests data saturation (17). Consider the data saturation points by reading and 
re-reading transcripts of each e-FGD and developing initial codes right after the end of every 
session.  

Table 3: The recommended sample size for FGD

Author Recommended sample size

Bertaux et al. (14) At least 15

Creswell et al. (12) 5 to 25

Barnett (13) 8 to 12

Ritchie et al. (15) Should not exceed 100

Mason (9) 7 to 89

Polite (11) 6 to 12

Step 3: Recruit suitable participants for the e-FGD

Recruit participants using a non-probability purposive sampling (3), ensuring they meet 
eligibility criteria, give informed consent, and are briefed on their role and rights. Purposive 
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sampling recognises individuals with pertinent characteristics to answer research questions 
(18). The communication can be carried out using emails and the WhatsApp mobile app and 
the following points shall be considered mandatory for the e-FGD participants:

a.	 Cannot take part in more than one e-FGD session. 
b.	 Must submit written consent (Appendix A) before the e-FGD session. 
c.	 The participant must be able to read and speak in English (or any other language of 

researcher’s choice, most suited to research setting) without any difficulty.   

Step 4: Develop and structure e-FGD questions

Create a discussion guide (Appendix C) and specific, open-ended questions that support the 
study’s goals and allow for in-depth analysis and inquiry.  Focus groups are most effective 
when examining specific or well-defined themes; otherwise, the gathered information is 
likely to be dispersed, making data analysis difficult (2). A meeting among research team 
members to prepare the right questions to produce the best information from FGDs is 
mandatory.  As a result of this meeting, clear, specific statements related to the research 
objectives can be prepared, along with essential discussion points. An example of a summary 
of questions across different categories (opening, key, and closing) with a stipulated time 
duration is available in Table 4.

Table 4: List of sample questions with relevant information

Category Focus area Sample questions Approximate
duration  

(in minutes) 

Opening 
questions

Everyday life 
issues

In general, what were your feelings in the 
past 10 days? 10

Potential solutions What did you do to make your difficulty less? 10

Communication 
and relationship

From your experience, how such difficult 
times have affected your interaction, 
communication, and empathy with the family, 
peers, colleagues, teachers, and university 
staff?

10

Key and 
focus 
questions

Everyday life 
issues 

Could you describe the difficult times that 
disturbed your routine life? 20

Potential solutions Could you be more specific in describing 
the strategies you selected to address your 
challenging times?
Could you share your experiences in terms of 
your applied strategies?

20

Communication 
and relationship

How would you describe your relationship 
with friends, family, peers, teachers and 
university staff?
What are your experiences with the 
outcome of using strategies in terms of your 
communication and relationships?

20

Closing 
questions

Is there anything else you want to add?
How would you conclude what we have 
talked about today?

30
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During the e-FGD, the researcher remains concerned with participants’ accounts of their 
life experiences and viewpoints, so the questions should be realistic. This, of course, 
influences the interview questions, management, and analysis during FGDs. The precise 
comments of participants serve as the foundation for answering the research question 
(19). With appropriate arrangements for data collection, the researchers will be able to 
summarise what participants are replying to specific questions during the e-FGD and have 
interpretations based on (a) notes taken during the focus group meetings; (b) a review of the 
recordings; and (c) a textual analysis of the recordings’ transcripts. Moreover, the questions 
during the sessions are open-ended, so the collected responses are descriptive rather than 
limited to yes-or-no categories. The following are examples from the actual sessions, where 
the discussion usually comprised but was not limited to questions: (a) How would you 
describe your feelings in the past 10 days?; (b) What did you do to make your difficulty less?; 
and (c) Did such situations affect your empathy during interaction or communication with 
your family, friends, peers, teachers, and the university staff? Additionally, the researcher 
went beyond these questions by asking follow-up questions, allowing for a potentially more 
in-depth conversation; asking ‘what and why’ repeatedly to elicit a deeper explanation; 
and using inquiry-building-up questions to subtly challenge a participant to be honest  
(Table 5). This helps participants to elaborate more of their points during sessions. As most 
FGDs focus on sensitive or emotionally tricky topics, the moderator must end the sessions 
on a more neutral or positive note (20).

Table 5: Examples of follow-up questions used in e-FGD

Follow-up 
questions

Could you provide more details about what you were feeling when you 
mentioned it?
What is the reason behind your feelings?
What led you to think that way?
Can you give further explanation on why you feel that way?
What prompted you to act in that manner?
Do you genuinely believe that?
Your tone seems unsure; what are your true thoughts?

Developing a discussion guide with key points (Appendix C) as a framework for e-FGD 
questions and probes is essential. A well-structured guide enhances data collection 
efficiency and expands the scope of gathered insights. It outlines the key issues and topics 
to be discussed, ensuring a logical flow throughout the session. The probing questions in 
the guide are designed to encourage deeper discussion rather than dominate it. Starting 
with general introductory inquiries that become progressively detailed and precise as the 
conversation unfolds, the subjects should flow naturally.  To promote meaningful talks, the 
guide should contain open-ended, unambiguous, objective, and non-threatening questions.  
To improve the discussion guide and ensure its effectiveness, at least two pilot sessions are 
advised before the actual e-FGD.

Step 5: Protect participants through ethical safeguards

Protect participant autonomy, confidentiality, and rights by assigning neutral facilitators, 
providing full study information, and allowing voluntary withdrawal. Study participants 
may be at risk for institutional vulnerability if researchers hold supervisory or teaching 
positions at their academic institutions.  People may feel under pressure to engage to protect 
their academic standing as a result. Their sense of autonomy throughout the e-FGD may 
be affected by such fear-induced participation, which could also influence their decision to 
continue or discontinue the study. To mitigate this risk, researchers should implement the 
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following safeguards to ensure voluntary participation and protect participants’ freedom 
throughout the process:

a.	 The briefing session and participants’ recruitment must be conducted by researchers 
assisted by a neutral research assistant (ideally an MSc or PhD candidate or 
equivalent) who has no role in the participants’ academic activities. 

b.	 Details on the study purpose, participation criteria, methodology, and participation 
benefits must be shared with the agreed participants via WhatsApp, email, or another 
preferred mode of contact.  Similarly, written information on risk, confidentiality, 
subjects’ privacy, and the right to terminate must also be shared.

c.	 Participants should be informed that their participation is voluntary and that they 
may withdraw from the study at any time. Their discontinuation will not affect their 
progress in the study course. 

d.	 The right of withdrawal is granted and clearly stated to the participants at the start of 
every e-FGD. Participants who wish to withdraw from the study can send a message 
via WhatsApp, mobile or email  to the research assistant at any time before the start 
of e-FGD or even during the session. 

e.	 Only secure, encrypted platforms should be used, and identifiable data must not be 
uploaded without participant consent.

f.	 Transcripts and audio files should be stored on password-protected, institution-
approved servers.

g.	 All AI-generated transcripts should be reviewed manually to correct errors and 
ensure accuracy.

h.	 The use of any transcription software should be clearly stated in the ethics application 
and participant information sheets.

Step 6: Facilitate and manage e-FGD sessions effectively

Facilitate e-FGD sessions using an online platform (e.g., Zoom), ensuring smooth 
communication, respectful dialogue, effective moderation, and comprehensive data 
capture. Requirements for essential resources needed for data collection during e-FGD are 
mentioned in Table 6. 
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Table 6: Important resources for e-FGD

e-FGD resources

Technology and software

Video conferencing platform (Zoom, Microsoft Teams, etc.)
Stable internet connection
Backup internet options (hotspot, additional Wi-Fi)
Headsets with microphones

Audio-visual equipment

Webcam (for those who do not have integrated cameras)
External microphones (if needed)
Screen sharing software (if presentations are involved)

Facilitation and support

Moderator/facilitator
Co-host or technical support staff
Note-taker

Communication and coordination

Email invitations with clear instructions
Calendar invites 
Follow-up emails with discussion summaries

The most popular and widely used format for FGDs at the moment is synchronous online 
(Zoom), which enables participants to respond to each other and exchange ideas, views, 
interpretations, and perspectives in a safe, non-threatening qualitative discourse. This 
enables researchers to gather information from volunteers across different regions. 

The choice of virtual platform can significantly influence the optimal size and management 
of e-FGDs. Key factors include visual layout, bandwidth capacity, and interactive features 
such as breakout rooms and chat functions. For instance, Zoom is appropriate for groups 
of 6 to 10 people because it supports gallery view.  Although dependable, Google Meet and 
Microsoft Teams only show fewer users on screen at once and offer fewer breakout rooms, 
so they are better suited for smaller groups of four to six people to maintain visibility and 
participation. Bandwidth constraints, especially in low-resource settings, can further limit 
effective group size. In such cases, reducing participant numbers or encouraging audio-
only participation may improve session stability. Therefore, when selecting a platform, 
researchers should consider these technical capacities and adapt group size to optimise 
communication, interaction, and overall session quality.

During e-FGD, all the participants are expected to keep the web camera on, and this helped 
to identify and evaluate their non-verbal cues, including facial expressions, eye contact, 
and body language. Adopt a phenomenological perspective, involving three-stage processes 
beginning with the moderator forming the background; the participants continuing with the 
discussions of their real-life experiences. They shall later on conclude with a reflection on 
the meaning of the experience (21). 

Even with careful planning, focus group talks may still be interrupted by unforeseen 
circumstances. To guarantee continuity, reduce delays, and preserve the integrity of the 
research process, backup plans must be in place. Be prepared, and:

a.	 Ensure all participants have a charged mobile hotspot or backup device. 
b.	 Keep a secondary meeting link (e.g., Zoom and Microsoft Teams) ready; share both 

in advance. Assign a trained co-moderator who can immediately take over if the 
primary moderator disconnects. 
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c.	 Provide all moderators with the same facilitator’s guide and researcher contact list.
d.	 Pre-test an alternate platform and distribute its access details to participants 

beforehand. 
e.	 If the primary platform fails, switch immediately and notify participants via group 

SMS or email.
f.	 Establish a group chat (e.g., WhatsApp or Slack) for real-time coordination among 

researchers and with participants. 
g.	 Define escalation steps: primary phone call → SMS → email.
h.	 Record sessions locally as well as in the cloud. 
i.	 Save chat logs and transcripts in an auto-sync folder accessible to all moderators.

Phase 2: Facilitating e-FGD Sessions

Step 1: Create a conducive online discussion environment

Create a safe, respectful, and technically sound environment by establishing ground 
rules, using icebreakers, and ensuring the platform is ready. An e-FGD session should be 
a small group (6 to 12 members, optimally 4 to 8 based on our experience) that meets with 
a trained moderator to facilitate discussion of a chosen topic in a non-threatening, relaxed 
environment. All e-FGDs must be recorded online and are planned to last 90 to 120 minutes 
(22). Consider rewarding each participant with a token of appreciation for their time (e.g., 
gift coupons, cash vouchers, honoraria, certificates, etc.). 

Establishing clear guidelines for civil and open discourse, such as promoting active listening, 
permitting uninterrupted speech from all participants, and honoring differing viewpoints, is 
the first step in ensuring a successful online focus group. Use icebreakers at the beginning 
to build rapport and create a comfortable atmosphere. To prevent interruptions, test the 
platforms, microphones, and recording equipment before the session to ensure technical 
readiness. To maintain participation and a great experience, you should also provide 
honoraria for participants’ time and input.

Step 2: Adapt and apply a structured discussion guide 

Adapt a clear, flexible discussion guide (e.g., Appendix C) with open-ended questions and 
follow-up prompts to explore participants’ perspectives in detail. Conduct pilot sessions to 
test question flow and technical setup before official data collection.  A standardised guide 
comprising pertinent discussion points is essential (e.g., Appendix C). To gather meaningful 
insights, ensure your questions are open-ended, encouraging participants to elaborate. For 
example, instead of asking ‘Did you like the product?’ ask ‘What did you like or dislike about 
the product?’ or ‘How did the product meet your needs?’. Use prompts to dig deeper, such 
as ‘Can you tell me more about that?’ or ‘Why do you feel that way?’ Allow flexibility in the 
discussion to explore emergent themes naturally, as they may provide valuable insights. 
Conduct at least two pilot sessions to refine your approach, test the flow of questions, and 
identify any technical or logistical issues before the main session.
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Step 3: Engage participants and manage group dynamics 

Maintain a collaborative environment, manage dominating voices, and support quieter 
ones to fairly engage all participants. While keeping an eye on both verbal and nonverbal 
clues for comfort and involvement, use probing and careful listening to extract insightful 
information. Be proactive in addressing disruptions, such as technical issues or signs of 
disengagement, to maintain a smooth, productive discussion. Ensuring that everyone feels 
heard and respected is key to gathering diverse and valuable insights.

Step 4: Capture and summarise key insights in real time 

Capture discussions accurately through session recordings and real-time note-taking. 
Conduct post-session debriefs to highlight emerging themes, identify patterns, and ensure 
critical data is retained for analysis with your team to summarise the main discussion points, 
identify patterns, and ensure that no critical insights are overlooked. This process helps 
thoroughly analyse the data and refine future discussions.

Step 5: Moderate neutrally and sustain research objectivity 

Moderate with neutrality by avoiding bias, which can be common in FGD sessions (23), 
and centering the discussion on participants’ experiences. Ask insightful and illuminating 
questions to increase comprehension while letting unanticipated ideas come to you 
naturally. Throughout the focus group, impartiality must be maintained by refraining from 
introducing prejudices or personal viewpoints.  For instance, do not provide your own 
viewpoint or judgement if a participant expresses an opinion that you disagree with. Use 
clarifying and reflective questions to deepen understanding while allowing organic flow for 
unexpected insights. It is essential to maintain objectivity throughout the focus group, which 
can be achieved by avoiding the injection of personal opinions or biases. For example, if 
a participant shares an opinion you may not agree with, refrain from offering your own 
perspective or judgement; instead, ask clarifying questions like, ‘Can you explain why you 
feel that way?’ Base follow-up questions on participants’ responses, ensuring the discussion 
remains focused on their perspectives rather than any preconceived notions. It is crucial to 
ensure all voices are heard and respected, giving each participant the opportunity to share 
their thoughts. While it is important to keep the discussion on track, allow for an organic 
flow of conversation, which can lead to valuable, unanticipated insights.

Phase 3: Analysing e-FGD Data 

Step 1: Prepare data for analysis 

Prepare high-quality recordings and accurate field notes for each session. Transcribe each 
session promptly and share recordings with the research team. Summarise each group’s 
responses question-by-question to guide improvements for subsequent sessions and to 
support iterative data collection. The warm-up for your full focus group analysis can be 
based on the first focus group.  Since data collection and analysis are done concurrently, 
focus group sessions must be planned and coordinated so that one group can be transcribed 
before the next is conducted. Consider writing a summary of each group, focusing on 
question by question. This helps immensely in spotting whether you need more information 
on a particular question in the next session. This also helps identify where the group did not 
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fully answer a question, so they can be more alert and careful in the next group. Appendix 
D presents the consolidated criteria for reporting qualitative studies (COREQ) with a 32-item 
checklist, which was used to make FGD findings robust (24). 

Step 2: Familiarise with the data and generate initial impressions 

Read and reread the transcripts until you are fully immersed in them.  Make notes and 
underline your first impressions. Use this procedure to reduce the amount of data while 
identifying insightful statements and patterns that support the study’s goals. e-FGD sessions, 
in particular, generate a large amount of qualitative data. A two-hour session may take 5 to 
6 hours to transcribe, yielding many pages of transcripts. Therefore, one of your primary 
goals in data analysis is to reduce the data, and the purpose of the research will guide your 
approach (1). 

Step 3: Code data and develop meaningful categories 

Systematically code all the relevant portions of the text that address your research questions. 
Begin with open coding and revise codes as needed. Have two researchers code independently 
and reconcile differences to ensure consistency. Use qualitative software (e.g., ATLAS.ti or 
NVivo) for efficiency. Group related codes into categories to lay the groundwork for the 
theme development. This will help you systematically and usefully organise your data. It is 
not necessary to code every line of text. This process will help condense the data and extract 
key ideas without losing their meaning.

At that point, you will be able to get early concepts for code. The researcher should hold a 
detailed meeting with all research team members to develop early concepts for the code. 
Assign two experts; both shall start coding a transcript separately. Each passage of text that 
seemed to be relevant to or mainly addressed your study’s main issues is to be coded as you 
go through each transcript. Before the remaining transcripts are finished, codes must be 
compared, reviewed, and adjusted when both experts have finished. Sometimes existing 
codes are modified, and other times new codes are created. This initially starts as a manual 
process, working through printouts of the transcripts with pens and highlighters. 

The researcher examines combined codes, groups the associated codes into categories, and 
tags the categories based on their relevance and relations. The researcher works with all that 
has been coded during this procedure and can develop code categories that guide further 
study. Once the code sets are categorised, the available data becomes more organised and 
richer, allowing new relationships among various groupings to be discovered. This exercise 
helps organise the data, which shall be later sorted into expressive themes and theory. 

Step 4: Conduct thematic analysis and develop an emerging theory 

Sort linked categories into more general themes according to their theoretical significance, 
incidence, and relevance.  Identify sub-themes and match them to your research inquiries. 
Use thematic mapping and coding frameworks (e.g., Figure 1) to construct theory-informed 
insights. As a result, you will provide the information gleaned from the existing study as well 
as the key themes at this pivotal time (in chronological sequence). Their value is based on 
how well they represent the research issues. At this point, the extracted points about your 
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main themes will provide a suitable response to your research question. An illustration of the 
steps for a codes-to-theory model of codification and categorisation during thematic analysis 
is depicted in Figure 1. Details of each step are presented in the subsequent sections. 

Figure 1:  Steps of the codes-to-theory process (25). 

Now, you will start to notice themes due to the coding and categorisation procedures. 
Consequently, the obvious next step is to identify and precisely state the themes in the 
dataset. Everything yielded by the coding and categorisation process at this stage is grouped 
to determine themes. As you search for themes, the researcher concludes the data and 
begins developing theory statements based on the research questions, objectives, and the 
selected qualitative data analysis method. At this stage, it is crucial to thoroughly revise the 
resulting themes for better organisation. Moreover, each theme is appraised to determine 
its applicability and differences from other themes (7). As focus group data are analysed one 
group at a time, the researchers could use multiple groups to determine whether the themes 
that emerge in one group also appear in others. After the data has been categorised, the 
researcher can begin drafting the written analytical report and use the constant comparative 
technique to determine the frequency of themes. However, calculating the instances of 
a statement is only one step in the analytical process. The researcher must now take into 
account the six essential concepts to prevent potential personal bias such as occurrence, 
usefulness, concentration, particularity, internal reliability, and participant view of 
importance. These will help the researcher yield essential outcomes as logical themes 
(Figure 2).
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Figure 2: Six impulses considered for yielding crucial outcomes as logical themes.

Step 5: Refine and validate themes across groups 

Cross-check themes across multiple focus groups to assess consistency, saturation, and 
relevance. This helps to validate whether the themes are universally relevant or specific 
to certain groups. Assess theme saturation by analysing whether new conversations offer 
original perspectives or if the same topics keep coming up.  Themes should be modified as 
needed to increase coherence and clarity, while ensuring they fairly represent the variety 
of viewpoints expressed. Additionally, review the relevance of each theme relative to the 
overall research objectives to ensure they align with the key questions. Continuously refining 
themes will help maintain focus and relevance throughout the analysis. Regularly revisiting 
and revising themes also prevents overlooking subtle yet important insights. This approach 
strengthens the conclusions and enhances the reliability of the findings.

Step 6: Ensure trustworthiness and analytical rigour 

To ensure the credibility of your findings, apply measures such as triangulation by cross-
referencing with other data sources (where applicable). Conduct inter-coder reliability 
checks by having two researchers double-code the data for consistency. To ensure 
transparency throughout the analytical process, maintain an audit trail. If appropriate, use 
member checking to validate findings with participants so they may attest to or elucidate 
the veracity of the insights.  These actions increase the validity and dependability of your 
findings. To strengthen the validity of findings, four essential factors shall be addressed, 
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such as internal validity, external validity, findings’ dependability or reliability, and findings’ 
objectivity or confirmability (26, 27). The researcher’s accommodations (examples) for these 
concerns are summarised in Table 7.

Table 7: Validity measures for e-FGD findings

Constancy 
facets

Stage Requirements Detail (sample answers)

Internal 
validity

In-session 

Trained 
moderator 
(principal 
researcher)

He/she has participated in qualitative research 
seminars and workshops to receive training before 
conducting the e-FGD.

Extended 
interaction 

Two pilot sessions before the e-FGD will help 
the researcher refine the duration and content, 
ensuring clearer discussion points and effective 
participant engagement.

Triangulation Incorporated other sources of data collection, too. 
(add details here)  

In-session 
and 
post-
session

Confirmation 
measures

The researcher will clarify any unclear parts of 
the interview with participants and check their 
interpretations throughout the study.

Post-
session

Method 
triangulation

The researcher may triangulate the interview 
findings with other outcome measures obtained 
from sources beyond the e-FGD, such as surveys, 
documents, observation notes, or quantitative 
records.

External 
validity

In-session Purposive 
sampling 

The researcher shall select participants with 
diverse backgrounds to obtain a wide range of 
responses.

Reliability Post-
session

Code-recode 
technique 

After the initial coding, the researcher must revisit 
the dataset weeks later to verify its accuracy.

Inter-rater 
reliability 

Using the stepwise recompilation reliability 
test, the researcher shall ask a co-researcher 
to independently code a few randomly selected 
interviews (about 3 to 4). The co-researcher will 
use the comprehensive coding glossary developed 
during the researcher’s open coding.

Audit trail The researcher must maintain a detailed record of 
the interviews and analysis procedures to enable 
other researchers to replicate the study.

Confirmability In-session Reflexivity The researcher will need to discuss personal 
reflexivity, detailing how their professional 
experience may have influenced their interpretation 
and the measures they have taken to minimise 
bias.

Post-
session

Audit trail The researcher must keep a detailed record of the 
e-FGD and the subsequent analysis for auditing 
purposes.
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Step 7: Summarise core insights using participant voices 

Summarise findings with direct quotes to illustrate key themes and participant perspectives. 
To effectively communicate the findings of your e-FGD, extract direct quotes that illustrate 
key themes, allowing participants’ voices to highlight the core insights. These quotes not 
only enrich the narrative but also provide a clear connection between the themes and 
participants’ perspectives. Present the findings in a structured narrative, organising the 
insights in a way that flows logically and makes it easy for readers to follow the key points.

Make sure your presentation is clear by tying the themes back to your research aims and 
showing how each one connects to the study’s questions or objectives.  This will ensure 
that the results are pertinent and significant while also helping maintain concentration. By 
connecting the insights to your research objectives, you strengthen the coherence of your 
analysis and provide a clear, actionable summary of the e-FGD.

Step 8: Write and report the final findings 

Draft a comprehensive report detailing the study’s methodology, findings, and interpretation. 
Structure the report clearly and transparently, including appendices (e.g., codebooks, 
COREQ checklist). Compare findings with existing literature, highlight contributions, and 
propose future research directions. Highlight the parallels and discrepancies between your 
findings and the body of existing research in the discussion section.  Provide suggestions for 
future research directions and note any gaps in the existing literature that your study may 
have revealed.  This comparison not only puts your findings in context, but it also shows 
how they add to the larger field of study, enhancing scholarly discourse and directing future 
research.

These steps 1 to 8  offer a systematic approach for effective, efficient, and trustworthy data 
collection using e-FGD. The summary of key steps is provided in Table 8.

Table 8: Summary of e-FGD phases and key steps

Phase Step Description
Phase 1: 
Preparing 
e-FGD

Step 1: Design an e-FGD 
study plan 

Design a comprehensive e-FGD study plan by selecting 
appropriate methodologies, developing protocols, 
preparing guiding documents, and aligning with research 
objectives.

Step 2: Determine sample size 
and session frequency 

Determine the appropriate number of participants and 
sessions by applying the principle of data saturation and 
reviewing themes after each session for adequacy.

Step 3: Recruit suitable 
participants for the e-FGD

Recruit participants using purposive sampling, ensuring 
they meet eligibility criteria, give informed consent, and 
are briefed on their role and rights.

Step 4: Develop and structure 
e-FGD questions 

Develop clear, open-ended questions and a discussion 
guide that align with research objectives, allowing space 
for probing and deep reflection.

Step 5: Protect participants 
through ethical safeguards 

Protect participant autonomy, confidentiality, and rights 
by assigning neutral facilitators, providing full study 
information, and allowing voluntary withdrawal.

Step 6: Facilitate and manage 
e-FGD sessions effectively 

Facilitate e-FGD sessions using an online platform, 
ensuring smooth communication, respectful dialogue, 
effective moderation, and comprehensive data capture.

(Continued on next page)
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Phase Step Description
Phase 2: 
Facilitating 
e-FGD sessions

Step 1: Create a conducive 
online discussion environment 

Create a safe, respectful, and technically sound 
environment by establishing ground rules, using 
icebreakers, ensuring platform readiness, and allocating 
honoraria. Plan for sessions to last 90–120 minutes and 
record all discussions for transcription and analysis.

Step 2: Adapt and apply a 
structured discussion guide 

Adapt a clear, flexible discussion guide with open-ended 
questions and follow-up prompts to explore participants’ 
perspectives in depth. Conduct pilot sessions to test 
question flow and technical setup before official data 
collection.

Step 3: Engage participants 
and manage group dynamics 

Engage all participants equitably by encouraging quieter 
voices, managing dominant ones, and maintaining a 
collaborative space. Use probing and attentive listening to 
draw out meaningful insights while monitoring verbal and 
non-verbal cues for comfort and involvement.

Phase 2: 
Facilitating 
e-FGD sessions

Step 4: Capture and 
summarise key insights in real 
time 

Capture discussions accurately through session 
recordings and real-time note-taking. Conduct post-
session debriefs to highlight emerging themes, identify 
patterns, and ensure critical data is retained for analysis.

Step 5: Moderate neutrally and 
sustain research objectivity 

Moderate with neutrality by avoiding bias, withholding 
personal opinions, and focusing the discussion on 
participants’ experiences. Use clarifying and reflective 
questions to deepen understanding while allowing organic 
flow for unexpected insights. 

Phase 3: 
Analyzing 
e-FGD data

Step 1: Prepare data for 
analysis 

Prepare high-quality recordings and accurate field notes 
for each session. Transcribe each session promptly and 
share recordings with the research team. Summarise 
each group’s responses question-by-question to guide 
improvements for subsequent sessions and to support 
iterative data collection.

Step 2: Familiarise with the 
data and generate initial 
impressions 

Immerse yourself in the transcripts by reading and re-
reading them. Take notes and highlight initial impressions. 
Use this process to begin reducing data volume while 
identifying meaningful patterns and quotes that align with 
the research objectives.

Step 3: Code data and develop 
meaningful categories 

Systematically code relevant portions of the text that 
address your research questions. Begin with open coding 
and revise codes as needed. Have two researchers 
code independently and reconcile differences to ensure 
consistency. Use qualitative software for efficiency. Group 
related codes into categories to lay the groundwork for 
theme development.

Step 4: Conduct thematic 
analysis and develop emerging 
theory 

Group related categories into broader themes based 
on occurrence, relevance, and theoretical significance. 
Identify sub-themes and align findings with your research 
questions. Use thematic mapping and coding frameworks 
to construct theory-informed insights.

Step 5: Refine and validate 
themes across groups 

Cross-check themes across multiple focus groups to 
assess consistency, saturation, and relevance. Adjust or 
consolidate themes based on their clarity and alignment 
with research objectives. Use this process to ensure 
depth and breadth of interpretation without losing 
meaning.

Table 8: (Continued)

(Continued on next page)
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Phase Step Description
Phase 3: 
Analyzing 
e-FGD data

Step 6: Ensure trustworthiness 
and analytical rigour 

Apply qualitative validation strategies including 
triangulation, inter-coder checks, audit trails, and member 
checking. Address key validity dimensions–credibility, 
transferability, dependability, and confirmability–to 
strengthen the trustworthiness of your findings.

Step 7: Summarise core 
insights using participant 
voices 

Summarise findings with direct quotes to illustrate key 
themes and participant perspectives. Link each theme to 
the original research questions, providing a coherent and 
compelling narrative of the e-FGD results.

Step 8: Write and report the 
final findings 

Draft a comprehensive report detailing the study’s 
methodology, findings, and interpretation. Structure the 
report clearly and transparently. Compare findings with 
existing literature, highlight contributions, and propose 
future research directions.

CONCLUSION

FGDs are valuable qualitative research tools for gathering in-depth perspectives, particularly 
in medical education and research, as they reveal insights often missed in quantitative 
studies. Incorporating e-FGDs adds flexibility, allowing them to serve as standalone methods 
or complements to other research techniques, thereby broadening perspectives. They save 
time and reduce costs, making them especially beneficial in medical research, where swift 
yet comprehensive feedback is essential. e-FGDs also accommodate participants’ availability, 
fostering inclusivity by enabling participation from diverse geographical locations. e-FGDs 
create a flexible environment that encourages honest, spontaneous discussion, leading to 
richer, more meaningful data collection. 

This guide offers a practical framework for conducting e-FGDs, particularly in medical 
education research. However, obstacles such as institutional resource limitations, digital 
literacy disparities, and connectivity issues in low-resource environments could make 
its adoption difficult.  Furthermore, depending solely on digital platforms could result in 
participation bias, leaving out people with limited  access to or comfort with technology. 
In order to improve inclusivity and efficacy in a variety of research settings, future studies 
should examine the incorporation of articial intelligence (AI)-based moderators to assist 
facilitation, the translation of e-FGDs into other languages, and cross-cultural comparative 
analyses. 
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Appendix A: FGDs Participant consent [sample]

Dear students, we are recruiting participants from the ----- medical year at the ---- Medical 
School, for our Online Focus Group Discussions (e-FGD). These discussions aim to collect 
medical students’ views about issues related to -----. Interested participants must fill out 
the following form.

Principal Investigator                                   Main Supervisor

Purpose (Sample)

This study investigates the students’ opinions on --------.  As part of this study, you are to 
participate in an online Focus Group Discussion (e-FGD) and answer structured and open-
ended questions. This e-FGD will take approximately 90 minutes.   

Participants’ Rights

I understand that my responses will be kept strictly confidential and available only to the 
researcher. No one can identify me when the results are reported, and my name will not 
appear anywhere in the written report. Please do not share other people’s identities or 
responses from the focus group with others to maintain the anonymity of the participants 
outside of the e-FGD.  I also understand that I may skip any questions or tasks that I do not 
wish to answer or complete. I understand the consent form will be kept separate from the 
data records to ensure confidentiality. I may choose not to participate or withdraw at any 
time during the study without penalty. I agree to have my verbal responses video-recorded 
and transcribed for further analysis, with the understanding that my responses will not be 
linked to me personally in any way.

Consent to Participate

I acknowledge that I am at least eighteen years old and understand my rights as a research 
participant as outlined above. I understand that I am participating in a study of my own 
free will. 

I acknowledge that my participation is fully voluntary.

Participant Name: ______________________________    Signature: _____________________

Year of Study: _________________________________    Date: _________________________

Gender: _______________  Ethnicity: _____________ (More details can be added as 
required)
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Dear student, kindly read the following instructions which are required to be followed 
during the e-FGD. These instructions are made to help every participant feel comfortable 
and express his/her views appropriately. 

1.	 Ensure you have completed and submitted a participation consent form before the 
e-FGD, indicating your willingness to participate.

2.	 For participation, find a place where internet connectivity is good, with minimum 
surrounding noise.

3.	 Before the start of e-FGD, please check your volume settings, microphone/speaker, 
and camera.  

4.	 If your mobile phone is nearby, please turn it off or keep it on silent mode.
5.	 Keep drinking water close by (if you prefer).
6.	 When asked, introduce yourself. 
7.	 Keep your camera/webcam ON during e-FGD (unless the Moderator asks you to turn 

it OFF).
8.	 If you feel uncomfortable during the meeting, you have the right to leave or to pass 

on any questions. There is no consequence for leaving. 
9.	 Being present is voluntary.
10.	This e-FGD will be of synchronous online nature through Zoom© software which 

shall enable the moderator’s screen to be shared (if needed) with all participants. 
Feel free to use options available within Zoom© software, e.g., ‘raise hand’ and 
‘unmute’ etc., depending on your needs and if instructed by the moderator. 

11.	The meeting is not a counseling session or support group.
12.	Someone will be available after the meeting if you need support, and we will provide 

detailed information (if required, about the research).
13.	We expect you to keep personal and shared stories “in the room;” do not share the 

identity of the attendees or what anybody else said with anybody else outside of the 
meeting.

14.	Everyone’s ideas will be respected. 
15.	Do not comment on or make judgments about what someone else says, and do not 

offer advice.
16.	One person talks at a time.
17.	 It is okay to take a break if needed.
18.	Everyone has the right to talk. The moderator may ask someone who is talking a lot 

to step back and give others a chance to talk and may ask a person who is not talking 
if he or she has anything to share.

19.	There are no right or wrong answers.
20.	At the end, the moderator may indicate by asking you, for example, “Is there 

anything else you want to share that we haven’t talked about yet?” at this point you 
may take the last opportunity to share which you think was missed earlier. 

Appendix B: Participant’s Information Sheet (PIS) [sample]
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Appendix C: FGDs Guide [sample]

The setting of the group discussion

Pre-Session 
Steps 
(Organising data 
collection setup)

Getting participants to show up online: notifications can be sent 
through email/mobile/WhatsApp notifications. The contact details for 
participants can be collected with the help of student/class leaders, 
who had first informed the class about the research so that the 
interested subjects are able to give their contact details for all future 
correspondence.

Instruments: recording of the discussion can be done using the online 
recording features of the online meeting platform (Zoom).

Moderator: the researcher will play the role of moderator.

Informed consent: Emails can be sent to all potential participants one 
week prior to the focus group with an informed consent form (Appendix 
A) to be signed and returned prior to the e-FGD, a weblink to join the 
online group, and an offer to take part in a test call for those unfamiliar 
with the software or who wished to test their hardware.

Moderator’s guide: Asking the “right” questions always ensure a 
successful e-FGD with students. A summary of e-FGDs questions (Table 
4) is finalised. These shall be finalised after the initial literature search 
and discussion within the research team members. Once this list is 
finalized, these questions must be noted to be asked/discussed during 
the e-FGDs, pertaining to the students’ experiences. Further elaboration 
on the discussion can also be done utilising exploratory questions.  

Participant information sheet (PIS): This includes details on the 
purpose of the study, what participation involved, and outlined how all 
ethical considerations had been addressed (Appendix B).

FGD questions: We keep the questions simple, short, and clear and 
the number of questions reasonable (maximum 10) to prevent the 
participants from getting disorganized or worn out by a long discussion. 

Scope of questions: 1) Probe questions: to introduce participants to the 
actual discussion topic and make them feel relaxed for sharing their 
opinion. 2) Follow-up questions: to investigate further deep into the 
discussion topic and to record participants’ individual opinions. 3) Exit 
question: to check that nothing is missed that needs to be discussed. 
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Appendix C: FGDs Guide [sample]

The setting of the group discussion

In-Session Steps 
(Data collection)

Introduction: The moderator delivered an overview of the objectives of 
the discussion, and introductions of all the participating students were 
made. (Approximately 15 minutes.)

Relationship building: At the beginning, easily responded questions 
were initiated to encourage participants to talk and share easily. 
(Approximately 20 minutes.)

In-depth exploration: The moderator concentrated on the major 
queries, encouraging participants to disclose their accurate feelings and 
thoughts. (Approximately 60 minutes.)

Conclusion: The facilitator recapped the inferences collected, and 
participants explained, approved, and or elaborate on the information 
discussed during the session. (Approximately 25 minutes.)

Post-Session 
– Steps 
(Analysing data 
and reporting 
findings)

The recordings must be altered into a verbatim transcript. Then coding 
the data in the transcript. This involves sorting and assigning data into 
categories. ATLAS.ti software version 9 or NVivo can be used to code, 
sort, and assign data (http://atlasti.com). Reporting of group discussion 
starts with a general finding of the discussion and then a thematic 
analysis of the code. The lead researcher may document reflective 
comments in the form of noteworthy points stated and/or address 
throughout the e-FGD to give transparency and contribute to the overall 
credibility of our study.

http://atlasti.com
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No. Item
Domain 1: 
Research team 
and reflexivity

Interviewer/
facilitator

Which author(s) conducted the interview or focus 
group?

Credentials What were the researcher’s credentials? 
Occupation What were their occupations at the time of the study?
Gender Were the researcher male or female? 
Experience and 
training 

What experience or training did the researcher have?

Relationship 
with 
participants 

Relationship 
established 

Was a relationship established prior to study 
commencement?

Participant 
knowledge of 
the interviewer 

What did the participants know about the researcher? 
e.g., personal goals, reasons for doing the research

Interviewer 
characteristic 

What characteristics were reported about the 
interviewer/facilitator? e.g., bias, assumptions, reasons 
and interests in the research topic

Domain 2: 
Study design 
theoretical 
framework 

Methodological 
orientation and 
theory 

What methodological orientation was stated to 
underpin the study? e.g., grounded theory, discourse 
analysis, ethnography, phenomenology, content analysis

Participant 
selection

Sampling How were participants selected? e.g., purposive, 
convenience, consecutive, snowball

Method of 
approach 

How were participants approached? e.g., face-to-face, 
telephone, mail, e-mail 

Sample size How many participants were in the study? Total 40 
participants in 7 focus groups
from 4 July 2022 to 20 August 2022

Sessions Number of 
participants

Male Female Year of 
study
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No. Item

Participant 
selection

Non-
participation 

How many people refused to participate or dropped 
out? Reasons?

Setting of data 
collection 

Where were the data collected? e.g., home, clinic, 
workplace

Presence 
of non-
participants 

Was anyone else present besides the participants and 
researchers?

Description of 
sample

What are the important characteristics of the sample? 
e.g., demographic data, date

Data collection

Interview guide Were questions, prompts, and guides provided by the 
authors? Was it pilot tested? 

Repeat 
interviews 

Were repeat interviews carried out? If yes, how many

Audio/visual 
recording 

Did the research use audio or visual recording to collect 
the data?

Field notes Were field notes made during and/or after the interview 
or focus group?

Duration What was the duration of the interviews or focus group?
Data saturation Was data saturation discussed?
Transcript 
returned 

Were transcripts returned to participants for comment 
and/or correction?

Domain 3: 
Analysis and 
findings

Number of data 
coders 

How many data coders coded the data?

Description of 
the coding tree 

Did authors provide a description of the coding tree?

Derivation of 
themes 

Were themes identified in advance or derived from 
data?

Software What software, if applicable, was used to manage the 
data?

Participant 
checking

Did participants provide feedback on the findings?

Reporting

Quotation 
presented 

Were participant quotations presented to illustrate 
the themes/findings? Was each quotation identified? 
e.g., participant number

Data and 
findings 
consistent 

Was there consistency between the data presented and 
the findings?

Clarity of major 
themes

Were major themes clearly presented in the findings?

Clarity of minor 
themes

Is there a description of diverse cases or discussion of 
minor themes?
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