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Overview

• Origin
– Focus Groups used as an evaluation method as part of a 

design science PhD Project
– Past Focus Groups experiences

• The IS literature rarely (ever?) mentions focus groups for 
evaluating design science artefacts

• This prompted us to ask why?
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Design Science in Information Systems

• Two fundamental research perspectives in IS
– Natural science & design science

• Design Science is a complement to Natural Science 
approaches

• Design Science is gaining momentum in IS
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A Design Science Methodology

From Arnott (2006)

Problem 
Recognition

Suggestion
Artefact 

Development
Evaluation Reflection
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Evaluation of Design Science Artifacts

• To assess the ‘worth’ of artifacts
• Hevner et al (2004) Table 2

• Stress effective artifacts are only possible through well-executed, 
appropriate, evaluation approaches

– No mention of focus groups

De s ign  Ev a luation Meth o d s  
Ca s e  Study:  Study  artef a ct  in  depth  in  bu s ine ss  envi ron m ent.  1. Ob se rvation a l 
Fie ld  Study : M onit o r u s e o f artefac t  in  m ul t ipl e  p roject s . 
Static An a lys is : Exa m ine  s tructur e  o f art e fact  fo r s tat ic qua litie s . 
Architectur e  Analy s is:  Study  fit o f a rtefact  in to  technic a l IS  a rchitecture.  
Opti m izat ion:  De m on s trate  inhe rent  opti m al  p ro pertie s  o f artefact  o r  
prov ide opti m a lity  bound s  on  artefac t  behavi o r.  

2. Analytic a l 

Dyna m ic  An a lys is : Study  a rtefac t  in  u s e  fo r dyna m ic  quali t ie s . 
Contr o lled  Exp e rim ent : Study  a rtefact in  c ontr o lled  envi ron m ent s . 3. Exp e rim ental  
Si m ulat ion:  E xecute  a rtefact with  a rtific ia l data.  
Functiona l (Bla ck  Bo x) Te s tin g:  E xecute  a rtefact  inte rfac es  to di s cov er 
failure s  and  id entify a rtefact s . 

4. Te s tin g  

Structural  (White  Box)  T e s ting:  P er for m  c over a ge  te s ting  o f s o m e  m etri c 
in the arte fact  im ple m entat ion.  
Infor m ed  Argu m ent:  Us e  inf o rm at ion  fro m  the kn o wle dge  b as e  to  build  a  
convincin g  a rgu m ent  fo r th e  artef a ct ’s  uti lity . 

5. De sc riptive  

Scenar io s : C on s truct  deta iled  s cen a rio s  a round  the  artefact  to  
de m on s trate it s  utility.  
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Focus Groups

• Widely used in social science
• Somewhere between participant observation 

and semi-structured interviews
• Interactive group setting, free flowing 

conversation
• Rich, concentrated sets of data

– Short period of time
• Can get very senior participants
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An Example of Focus Groups in IS Design Research

• Background
– Business Intelligence (BI)
– The value of BI, difficulties in measurement

• Design Science Approach
– Developing an approach for measuring BI value 
– Artifact is a BI Benefits Management Method



Centre for Decision Support  and 
Enterprise Systems Research 9

The Project

Literature 
Reviews

Exploratory
Case Study

BI Benefits 
Mgt Method

Focus
Group

Revised
BI Benefits 
Mgt Method

Final
BI Benefits 
Mgt Method

Participatory
Case Study
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An Example of Focus Groups in IS Design Research 2

• Focus Group objectives
• Participant Selection & Characteristics
• 7 participants

– Inc. Practice manager, program manager, senior project officer, 
BI consultant,  manager of BI and CPM solutions, CEO

– 125 BI projects managed, 
– 8.7 years average BI experience
– 83 BI systems designed, 53 built, 34 evaluated
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An Example of Focus Groups in IS Design Research 3

• Group Facilitator 
• Assistant
• Observers
• The Facility
• Facilitator Guide

– Based on
> Foundation theories
> Research questions
> Artifact
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An Example of Focus Groups in IS Design Research 4

• The Format

• Session 1 
– 2:00 to 3:15

• Break
• Session 2

– 3:45 to 4:45
• Networking
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An Example of Focus Groups in IS Design Research 5

• Analysis
– Video recorded
– Transcribed, reviewed

> 45 pages text
– Coded and analyzed

• Outcome
– Changes to method
– Organization maturity
– Differential effects of evolutionary development
– Detailed changes
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Design Science Focus Group Guidelines 1, 2

1. Maintain Focus
• Not random or free-form
• Build specificity and importance

2. Be Selective with Group Participants and Size
• Market 10-12, Social science 6-8
• Homogenous
• Power differential
• Theoretical sampling
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Design Science Focus Group Guidelines 3, 4

3. Choice of Facilitator
– Trained facilitator
– IS researcher
– Involve in guide development

4. Be Prepared
• Rigorous theory base
• Facilitator guide
• Detailed planning for day
• Assistant
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Design Science Focus Group Guidelines 5, 6

4. Allow Flexibility
– Facilitator must adapt to session
– Session, Review, Session design

5. Take a Pragmatic Approach to Analysis
• Use standard qualitative techniques
• Risk of over analyzing
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Conclusion

• Importance of evaluating artifacts
– 42% of DSS DesSc research has no evaluation

• Focus groups that are well-designed and well- 
executed are a valuable evaluation technique 
for IS design research

• Add a row to the “Descriptive” part of Hevner et 
al.’s Table 2
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Thank you

• Questions?

• For more info…
– Corresponding author is Marcus Gibson
– Marcus.Gibson@its.monash.edu.au
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