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Focus Groups
The focus group involves three to eight people discussing a particular issue or topic. It has a similar framework to the in-depth interview but provides the opportunity for discussion between participants to take place. Focus groups are particularly useful when 'issues' are involved. For example immigration, the republic, women in the workforce, youth unemployment, and tobacco company sponsorship of sporting events.
Planning the Focus Group
It is important to select the right group of people for your particular topic or question. These could be members of a local sporting club, a group of concerned residents, members of a particular ethnic group, a group of teenagers, etc.
The principles involved in conducting in-depth interviews apply equally to focus groups an interview schedule has to be prepared; tape recorder ready; a mutually agreeable venue arranged and so on. The main difference is that you will be attempting to manage up to eight people talking about the one subject!
Participant Observation
Participant observation takes place when the researcher is part of the subject being researched. For example, if you were interested in studying the work practices of say McDonald's, you could get a job with McDonald's and study their practices at first hand. Or if you were wishing to study youth gangs, crowd behaviour at a cricket, football or basketball match, or the patterns of littering in a national park, you would need to be on the street with the gang, in attendance at the sports venue, or actually in the national park.
Participant observation can provide detailed and sometimes graphic accounts. The following is taken from researchers' observations during a riot at the Australian Motorcycle Grand Prix at Mount Panorama in Bathurst NSW in 1985
Riots at the Bathurst Motorcycle Races

"At 8.20 pm, some ten minutes after their arrival on the Mountain the TRG (the NSW Police Tactical Response Group) had established five separate formations, three facing the crowd to the north and the west and two facing the crowd to the south-west...Crowd members, standing some 30 metres back from the TRG officers threw rocks, bottles and other missiles at them...Every few minutes (2 to 10 minutes) the TRG members sprinted some 30 to 50 metres in their attempts to apprehend and disperse crowd members. .. At the site of the conflict the chants from the crowd continued. . . 'Pigs suck! Pigs suck!'. .. At 9.33 a fire on the race track evoked a call of 'Burn it! Burn it!' A police van came onto the race track, but was hit with a barrage of bottles and rocks. The driver spun the van around and drove away at speed..."
Cuneen, C. et al., 1989, Dynamics of Collective Conflict Riots at the Bathurst Bike Races, Law Book Company, North Ryde, p. 96.
The detail in this short quote gives you some idea of how participation can provide an insider's view of events as they unfold.
Planning the Participant Role
The need for planning will depend largely on the type of observation you will be conducting. Some points to think about include
· Consent-it is sometimes necessary, legally or as a courtesy, to seek permission. 

· Identity as researcher-will your role as a researcher be known to those with whom you are participating? 

· Privacy-you will need to consider if all of your observations will be recorded and reported. You might consider how the identities of people will remain confidential. 

· Appropriate dress and manner-there is no point using participant observation unless you are willing to take on a role. The way you dress and conduct yourself should be consistent with that role. 

Keeping Records
The level of detail will depend largely on the opportunities you have to record information. For example, in the Bathurst riot study detailed records were kept by speaking into concealed tape recorders. In most cases, however, your notes have to follow what you have observed. Use a small note book and rule a 2-3 cm column down each page and note down times and key words or phrases. At the end of your observation session (say at the end of the day) these notes can be expanded.
Content Analysis
Content analysis is a research method that uses existing written, visual and spoken material as data. These data are analysed with specific objectives in mind. The written material might be as varied as historical documents, government policies, speeches made by politicians, school magazines or, perhaps most commonly, newspapers. Visual sources of data might include television, documentaries and popular films. Content analysis is different from the review of existing sources. Content analysis is the research method.
You must have a research process clearly in mind before you start. This process can be both qualitative and quantitative. For example, if you wee conducting an analysis of newspapers and their treatment of gender-related issues (quantitative) and analyse them to try and understand the themes that were present (qualitative).
Analysing the Written Word
The most readily available source of current information is the newspaper. There are a number of methods of analysis:
· General analysis-calculating the amount of space taken up by particular articles. In this approach you simply measure the column centimetres devoted to each news story in the paper. 

Specific analysis-counting the number of, and 

· measuring, the column spaces devoted to specific issues. These articles can then be analysed using the themes and categories approach outlined above. Headline analysis-measuring the relative importance of articles by the size of the headline. 

· Comparative analysis-comparing the approaches of different newspapers to the same story. You could measure the amount of column space devoted to a story (quantitative) and then compare the different interpretations given to the same story by different journalists (qualitative). 

· Space allocation-measuring the amount of space allocated to different sections of the newspaper (sport, world news, local news, real estate, the economy, advertising and so on). An analysis like this will give an indication of the issues relevant to particular newspapers. 

Analysing the Electronic Media
Television can be analysed in a similar way to newspapers. However, the unit measured is time. Using videos you can analyse recorded programs. For example, if you were working with a couple of other people, you could record the news on each channel and then analyse the content based on how much time was allocated to each story. As well as time allocations you could compare the types of stories these programs choose to report.
The range of possibilities for analysis are almost endless, including
· Sport-time allocated, reporting of different sports, highlight of conflict (replays of violent events), women's and men's sport, advertisers and their roles and so on 

· Advertising-which programs are supported by different Advertisers? To whom is the advertising message being addressed? 

· Drama-the dominant themes in Australian drama, including soap operas. How do they compare with American or English drama? What values do these programs portray? What are the messages these programs give to their audiences? Is there balance in the treatment of social issues? What do these programs say about multicultural Australia or Aboriginal people? 

· Comedy-what types of material are the basis for comedy? Do programs target their humour to specific groups in the community? Is racism or sexism used for comedy? 

Radio
Radio is probably more difficult to analyse given the wide-ranging program formats. However, news and current affairs programs are typically scheduled and can be recorded. The talk-back style also provides some very interesting material, particularly on current issues when people appear to have very fixed opinions.
