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Abstract
The value of taking advantage of the participants’ interactions when analyzing focus group data is often stressed. However, there
is a lack of detailed descriptions of how focus group data can be merged with interview data, and considered throughout a
thematic analysis process. This article describes a systematic way to include focus group interactions in data analysis, using a
coding scheme. The aim was threefold: to develop a coding scheme for focus group interactions; to test and describe a process
for interaction analysis, merged into the thematic data analysis process, and to test the coding scheme on another dataset. Based
on focus group literature a comprehensive coding scheme for analyzing focus group interactions, was developed, including
symbols for these interactions. Data from five focus group interviews involving adolescents were subsequently coded using this
scheme. Further analysis of the identified interactions was conducted simultaneously with thematic data analysis, using Sys-
tematic Text Condensation (STC) as an illustrative method. The coding scheme was then tested on data from a different focus
group involving adolescents in another setting. A comparison between the two coders was made, leading to a slight modification
of the coding scheme. The resulting coding scheme is a practical tool adding to the previous knowledge on focus group
interaction analysis. More specifically, the scheme facilitates focus group interactions to be visible and accounted for thought the
thematic analysis process.
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Introduction

Focus group interviews are a commonly used method to gather
rich data, well suited for qualitative research aiming to explore
the participants’ own experiences and thoughts, to answer
specific research questions (Kitzinger, 1994, 1995; Kreuger &
Casey, 2015; Warr, 2005; Wilkinson, 1998a). Focus group
interviews are not just a ]way to gather data from multiple
research participants simultaneously but also a way to capture
the sharing of experiences and perceptions among these
participants (Wilkinson, 1998c). Compared to individual in-
terviews, focus group interviews offer added value to the data
by capturing the interactions among participants, including
different understandings of the topics discussed in the inter-
view, disagreements and agreements. Therefore, interactions
are an essential part of the method when using focus group

interviews and should be considered throughout the analytical
process (Carey & Smith, 1994; Kitzinger, 1994; Kitzinger &
Farquhar, 2011; Warr, 2005; Wilkinson, 1998b).
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Research that relies on focus group data often tends to
focus solely on the content of participants’ statements, ne-
glecting to acknowledge and provide information derived
from group interactions (Duggleby, 2005; Kitzinger &
Farquhar, 2011; Morgan & Hoffman, 2018; Wilkinson,
1998c). In the literature, several authors suggest descrip-
tions of interactions between participants as relevant in ana-
lyzing focus group data (Duggleby, 2005; Kitzinger, 1995;
Kreuger & Casey, 2015; Myers, 1998; Stevens, 1996;
Wilkinson, 1998c). However, the methodology for analyzing
focus group interviews needs to be adapted to the purpose of
the study (Duggleby, 2005).

Several researchers have contributed to analysis of focus
group interactions (Duggleby, 2005; Kidd & Parshall,
2000; Kreuger & Casey, 2015; Lehoux et al., 2006;
Morgan & Hoffman, 2018; Morrison-Beedy et al., 2001).
Morgan and Hoffman (2018) have developed a coding
system to track transitions in interviews, both between
participants and between the participants and the inter-
viewer. The coding system was used to compare speakers’
transitions in dyadic interviews with speakers’ transitions
in focus groups. Analyzing participants’ influence on
others’ opinions is another way of considering focus group
interactions (Kidd & Parshall, 2000; Lehoux et al., 2006).,
e.g., by the use of a software tool to “identify any undue
influence of the group on any individual participant(s), or
vice versa”, as suggested by Kidd and Parshall (2000, p.
299). As support to explore focus group interactions that
can impact data quality, Lehoux and colleagues (2006)
created a template which supports the comparison of data
content derived from the focus group interview with the
group process to illuminate data quality. Morrison-Beedy
and colleagues (2001) provide examples of how to add data
to transcribed focus group data, such as comments about
body language and the researchers’ impressions. Further,
some researchers have specified different types of interac-
tions to look for in the analysis process, e.g., agreement and
disagreement, but without practical guidance on how to
implement and report these aspects in the results (Kitzinger,
1995; Kreuger & Casey, 2015; Myers, 1998; Stevens, 1996;
Wilkinson, 1998c).

Kreuger and Casey (2015) provide a list of characteristics
of conversation in focus group discussions to regard in the
analysis, and signs to look for linked to the listed focus group
characteristics. They also present a set of questions to help
cluster the presence of the characteristics in a content analysis
process. However, they do not give examples of more detailed
practical descriptions on how to perform the final analysis and
report the results.

To summarize, there is an awareness of the importance of
group interactions in analyzing data from focus groups and
there are some useful tools for interaction analysis. However,
there is still a knowledge gap regarding practical tools to help
researchers conduct such analyses and to include interaction
data during the whole analytical process and presentation of

the results (Duggleby, 2005; Kitzinger, 1994; Morgan &
Hoffman, 2018; Wilkinson, 1998b).

Aim

The aim of this study was threefold: to develop a coding
scheme for focus group interactions; to test the coding scheme
and a process for interaction analysis, merged into the thematic
data analysis process using Systematic Text Condensation
(STC) as an example; and to test the coding scheme on another
dataset and with another researcher.

Methods

This section describes the different steps involved in this
study, i.e.:

1) Development a of coding scheme for focus group
interactions;

2) Empirical testing of the coding scheme and further
analysis of the interactions integrated with Systematic
Text Condensation, STC, (Malterud, 2012), a form of
thematic analysis;

3) Testing of the coding scheme on other data;
4) Finalizing the coding scheme.

Development of the Coding Scheme

The coding scheme for interaction between participants in
focus group interviews was developed deductively, based on
literature regarding essential interaction elements in focus
group interviews (Kitzinger, 1995; Morgan & Hoffman, 2018)
and Kreuger and Casey’s (2015, p.142–143) list of features of
focus group interactions: “spontaneous comments, inconsis-
tent comments, specific versus general comments, people
change their minds, words used differently, people repeat
comments, conversations tend to wander, people present a
view with intensity or emotion” (Kreuger & Casey, 2015, pp.
142–143).

With that theoretical base in mind, the full interview
material was read through and the first author compiled a
list of interactions that were relevant, for the current
coding scheme: agreement, disagreement, differentiation,
change in thought or opinion, different use of words,
repetition, engagement, silencing, misunderstanding and
development. The latter two were however not included in
the final version of the coding scheme, after the coding
scheme was tested by another researcher, see the results
section below under the heading “Testing of the coding
scheme on other data: results”. Symbols were added to
mark the interactions in the data. They were selected on the
basis that they should be easy to insert, be associated with
the interaction they symbolise and not be used as already
established symbols in interview transcriptions (Silverman,
2019).
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Empirical Testing of the Coding Scheme and Further
Analysis of the Interactions Integrated with STC as a
Form of Thematic Analysis

The empirical testing of the coding scheme and further
analysis was carried out during data analysis in a focus group
study conducted by the first, third, fourth and fifth authors. The
aim of that study was to describe adolescents’ views on mental
health concepts, the prevalence of mental health problems, and
related stigma (Hermann et al., 2022a, 2022b). However, the
descriptions of the coding of the interactions and the further
practical analysis process regarding the focus group interac-
tions has not been previously published. Hence, the current
study was based on data and completed thematic analyses of
the five focus group interviews on adolescent mental health. In
total, 27 adolescents, 15–18-years-old, had participated in
semi-structured focus group interviews, conducted face-to-
face in October and November 2020 (Sweden had no school
closures at this stage of the Covid-19 pandemic). Each focus
group was divided into two sessions and lasted, on average,
114 minutes in total. The transcribed data comprised ap-
proximately 400 pages. The data was analyzed by the thematic
analysis Systematic Text Condensation, STC (Malterud,
2012), which is based on phenomenology. The STC analy-
sis is conducted in four steps. In the first step, all data are read
to get an overall impression, and preliminary themes are
identified. In the second step, meaning units are identified,
which are fragments of content that can include words, sen-
tences, or paragraphs. The meaning units are then categorized
into the preliminary themes and further clustered into code
groups. In the third step, code group data are sorted into sub-
groups, and the content in each code or sub-group is sum-
marized into a synthetic quote, i.e., a condensate. Finally, in
the fourth step, an analytical text is formulated and structured
around final themes and categories. The results are finally
validated by comparing the summarized results with the
original data.

Malterud (2012) does not provide specific guidelines on
how to incorporate focus group interactions into the analysis
process practically according to the STC method. Further, the

use of the coding scheme did not provide guidance on how to
conduct further analysis of the interactions identified, so it was
essential to put words to the interactions coded in the data, as
the analysis process proceeded. Therefore, a model was de-
veloped to integrate the coding scheme and further analysis of
the focus group interactions with the STC analysis.

Figure 1 presents an overview of the activities in each step
of the STC analysis process and the activities in the interaction
analysis process linked to each of the four steps of the STC. In
the STC analysis process, the coding scheme was applied and
tested in step two of the STC process. A detailed description of
the results of the empirical testing, is given in the results
section, under the heading “Empirical testing of the coding
scheme and further analysis of the interactions integrated with
STC as a form of thematic analysis: results”.

Testing of the Coding Scheme on Other Data

The coding scheme was also tested on another focus group
data set. The rest of the interaction analysis process, linked to
the four steps in STC, was however not tested on the other
material. For this test on other focus group data, we used data
from another previously conducted focus group interview,
with adolescents born in Somalia but currently living in
Sweden (Osman et al., 2020). The second author, who had
moderated the focus group discussion, used the coding
scheme and instructions, written by the first author, to code the
interactions in a section of the transcripts. The first author who
also performed a parallel coding of the same data section had
not seen the interview data before the coding. There was no
discussion between the authors while the coding was con-
ducted. The results of the coding and description of the
modifications are presented in the results section “Testing of
the coding scheme on other data: results”.

Finalizing the Coding Scheme

After the test of the coding scheme on another focus group
data set and by another researcher, the results were discussed
between the two coders and the coding scheme was modified.

Figure 1. Overview of activities for thematic qualitative analysis and interaction analysis in each step of the Systematic Text Condensation
(STC) process.
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The results of the modifications are presented in the results
section “Finalizing the coding scheme: results”.

Ethical Approval

Both studies that generated data used in the current study
received ethical approval from the Swedish Ethical Review
Board; reg.no. 2014/048/2 and reg. no. 2020/03300 respec-
tively (Hermann et al., 2022a, 2022b; Osman et al., 2020). All
participants in both studies gave their written consent to
partake in the study.

Results

The Coding Scheme for Focus Group Interactions:
Results

The final coding scheme is presented in Table 1. Initially, the
following interactions were included: agreement, disagree-
ment, differentiation, change in thought or opinion, different
use of words, repetition, engagement, silencing, misunder-
standing and development.

Agreement and disagreement were interactions selected to
the coding scheme, based on their central role in focus group
discussions (Kidd & Parshall, 2000; Myers, 1998; Wilkinson
1998a, 1998c). In line with Morgan and Hoffman (2018) we
refer agreement to an interaction where a participant is re-
inforcing someone else’s statement by their own statement or
by a short expression of agreement like “yes” or “that is true”.
To simplify the coding we also regarded distinct expressions

of sympathy with another person’s statement as agreement, in
contrast to Morgan and Hoffman (2018) who code support
separately. Disagreement was, in line with the descriptions
from Morgan and Hoffman (2018), regarded as disputing a
statement from another participant, formulated by an exten-
sive statement of just a single or few words like, “nor” or “I
don’t agree”. The first suggestion for symbols for coding
agreement/disagreement interactions was an equal sign (=)
and an over crossed equal sign (≠), respectively. In the process
of finalising the manuscript, however we changed the symbols
to an upward arrow (↑) for agreement and a downward arrow
(↓) for disagreement to avoid misunderstandings, as the equal
sign is used by Silverman (2019) to note, in transcripts, when
there is no gap between two quotes.

Differentiation was added to the scheme, as it was evident
in the interview data that participants sometimes responded to
a statement with an adjustment, not simply by agreeing, yet
not consistent with disagreement. The label differentiation
was consistent withMorgan and Hoffman’s (2018) description
of differentiation. At first we suggested an approximate sign
(⁓) but when an upward arrow was chosen as a symbol for the
agreement we decided to use a slanted upward pointing arrow
(b) as symbol for differentiation.

Change in thought or opinion refers to one participant
changing opinion or expressing a thought previously stated,
from the same participant. It was based on three of Kreuger
and Casey (2015, p. 142) features of conversations: a)
“Spontaneous comments” which may lead to a change in
opinions later in the discussion, b) “Inconsistent comments”,
due to change in opinion, previous ambiguous conversation

Table 1. Coding Scheme for the Interaction Among Participants in the Focus Group Interviews.

Interaction Symbol Description

Agreement ↑ Someone agreed, supported or sympathized with what was said. The symbol is marked on both the
original quote and the supportive quote.

Agreement ↑↑ More than one participant agreed with, supported or sympathized with what was said.
Disagreement ↓ Someone disagreed with what was said. The symbol is marked on both the original quote and the

opposing quote.
Disagreement ↓↓ More than one participant disagreed.
Differentiation b One participant differentiated another participant’s statement saying there is another aspect, without

completely disagreeing. The symbol is marked on both the original quote and the differentiating quote.
Differentiation bb More than one participant differentiated another participant’s statement without completely disagreeing.
Change in thought or

opinion
↔ One participant changed opinion or expressed a thought that differed from a thought previously stated,

from the same participant.
The symbol is marked both on the original quote and the quote that illustrates the change in thought or
opinion.

Different use of words ! Participants used words for essential concepts differently. The symbol is marked both on the original
quote and the quote that illustrates the differences i use of words.

Repetition R One participant repeatedly stated the same thought or opinion. The symbol is marked both on the
original quote and all the quotes that illustrate the repeated thought or opinion.

Engagement E Energy/expressed emotions increased in the group. The symbol is marked on the quote linked to
increased energy or emotional expressions.

Silencing 0 A topic was silenced by other participants. The symbol is marked on the quote containing the statement
that was silenced, meaning the subject was not further discussed.
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and new insights, and c) “People change their minds”. A
bidirectional arrow (↔) was chosen as a symbol for this
interaction.

Different use of words was included in the scheme, based
on the focus group characteristic “Words used differently”
stated by Kreuger and Casey (2015, p.142). It refers to par-
ticipants using words for essential concepts differently. An
exclamation mark (!) was selected as a symbol for this
interaction.

Repetition was based on Kreuger and Casey’s (2015) focus
group characteristic “People repeat comments”. It refers to a
participant repeatedly stating the same thought or opinion. A
capital r (R) was chosen as symbol for repetition.

Engagement was based on Kreuger and Casey’s (2015)
focus group characteristic “People present a view with in-
tensity or emotion”. This characteristic refers to increased
energy or expressed emotions in the focus group, in relation to
a statement. A capital e (E) was chosen as symbol for
engagement.

Silencing was based on Kitzinger’s (1995) acknowledge-
ment of the risk of dissenting opinions being silenced. It refers
to participants silencing a topic, i.e., other participants ne-
glecting a statement, abruptly changing the topic or being all
silent as a response to a participant’s statement. A zero (0) was
selected as a symbol for this interaction.

Empirical Testing of the Coding Scheme and Further
Analysis of the Interactions Integrated with STC as a
Form of Thematic Analysis: Results

As described in the method section, the coding scheme was
empirically tested within the framework of the thematic data
analysis STC, conducted in a focus group study conducted on
Gotland, Sweden’s largest island in the Baltic Sea. Figure 1,
presented in the Methods section, gives an overview of ac-
tivities in the interaction analysis process linked to the four
steps of the STC process. Below, details of the practical in-
tegration of the focus group interaction analysis, linked to each
of the steps in the STC analysis process, is described.

The First Step of the STC Process Combined with the Interaction
Analysis. Figure 2 presents an overview of the activities in the
first step of STC and current interaction analysis activities
linked to that step, as an extract of Figure 1.

Here, the text was read and re-read, and preliminary themes
were identified to catch the overall impression of the ado-
lescents’ views on mental health and stigma in the interview
data. When the text was read the interactions were reflected
upon as a part of the data considered when the themes were
formulated. For example, subjects eliciting emotional re-
sponse, strong agreement or disagreement were regarded as
clearly salient to the youth, whereas differentiation on other
participants’ statements or use of different words might allude
to importance due to these very challenges, thus contributing
to themes.

The Second Step of the STC Method Combined with the Interaction
Analysis. Figure 3 presents an overview of the activities in the
second step of STC and current interaction analysis activities
linked to that step, as an extract of Figure 1.

In this step, the coding scheme was used to mark inter-
actions in the interview data.

Meaning units were then identified in the transcripts, i.e.,
sentences or paragraphs giving different information related to
the research questions. The types of interactions listed in the
coding scheme were identified in the meaning units and
marked with the corresponding symbols. Below are examples
of how this was done in practice for each interaction in the
coding scheme.

Coding of Agreement. If a quote showed a participant’s
agreement with a quote expressed by another person, the
symbol for agreement (↑) was marked both in the original and
the supportive quote. If the agreement was expressed by single
words or short sentences with no more information than just
agreement, for instance, yes, I agree, that’s right, only the
original quote was marked with the symbol for agreement.
This simple supportive quote was later omitted when the
meaning units were cut out of the text. If more than one

Figure 2. Overview of activities according to STC and for interaction analysis, respectively, in the first step of STC.
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participant agreed with the quote, it was marked with two
symbols for agreement (↑↑). If the affirmative quote added
more information, it was also marked with two symbols for
agreement (↑↑). Coding of agreement is exemplified in
Table 2.

Coding of Disagreement. If a quote showed a participant’s
disagreement with a quote expressed by another person, the
symbol for disagreement (↓) was marked both in the original
and the opposing quote. If the disagreement was expressed by
single words or short sentences with no more information than
just agreement, for instance, no, I don’t agree, that’s not what I
think, only the original quote was marked with the symbol for
disagreement. The simple opposing quote was later omitted
when meaning units were cut out of the text. If more than one
participant disagreed with the quote, it was marked with two
symbols for disagreement (↓↓). If the opposing quote added
more information than just the opposing opinion, it was also
marked with two symbols for disagreement (↓↓). Coding of
agreement is exemplified in Table 3.

Coding of Differentiation. The symbol for differentiation
(b) was marked when a quote was differentiated further in the
dialogue by another participant. Both the original quote and
the quote that conveyed this differentiation were marked with
the symbol for differentiation. If more than one participant
differentiated the original quote, the quote was marked with
two symbols for differentiation (bb). Coding of differen-
tiation is exemplified in Table 4.

Coding of Change in Thought or Opinion. The symbol for
change (↔) was marked when a participant changed their
opinion or expressed a thought that differed from a thought
previously stated by the same participant. Coding of change in
thought or opinion is exemplified in Table 5.

Coding of Different Using of Words. The symbol for different
use of words (!) was marked when participants used words for
essential concepts differently in the current dialogue. Coding
of different using of words is exemplified in Table 6.

Coding of Repetition. The symbol for repetition (R) was
marked when one participant repeatedly stated the same
thought or opinion. Coding of repetition is exemplified in
Table 7

Coding of Engagement. The code for engagement (E) was
marked when energy/emotions increased in the group. This
might be evident not only by the text but also in the notes in the
transcriptions about pauses and participants speaking at the
same time or interrupting each other. Coding of engagement is
exemplified in Table 7.

Coding of Silencing. According to the coding scheme, the
symbol for silencing (0) is to be used when a topic is silenced
by other participants. This might be evident both in the text
and by interpretation of marked pauses and participants in-
terrupting each other. In the current data, no such interactions
were found.

Sorting of the Meaning Units after Completed Marking of Inter-
action Symbols in the Interview Data. When the coding was
complete, the meaning units were cut out from the transcripts
and, according to the STC method, sorted into the preliminary
themes and clustered into code groups, sorted by hand, and put
up on a clipboard. In step two of the STC method, the marking
of the interactions with symbols resulted in the possibility of
significantly shortening some of the meaning units. This
occurred because agreement or disagreement, in the form of
single words or short sentences, not adding more content than
the symbol for agreement or disagreement, was marked in the
quote the participants agreed upon. Thus, the single affir-
matory or opposing words or short sentences which had been
replaced by a symbol in the original quote could be omitted
when the dialogue was cut out as a meaning unit. It was not
unusual that the dialogues between the adolescents were long,
with a lot of short affirmative and opposing utterances and
repetition of another participant’s statements. Therefore, the
shortening of the meaning units without losing information
relating to the interaction was possible and contributed to a
clear overview of the content in each meaning unit.

Figure 3. Overview of activities according to STC and for interaction analysis, respectively, in the second step of STC.
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The Third Step of the STC Method Combined with Activities for
the Interaction Analysis. Figure 4 presents an overview of the
activities in the third step of STC and current interaction
analysis activities linked to that step, as an extract of
Figure 1.

After the interactions were coded in the meaning units,
and sorted into preliminary themes and code groups (during
the second step of the STC method), in step three, the
meaning units in each code group were sorted into sub-
groups. The contents in each subgroup were then

Table 2. Example of the Coding of Agreement.

Quote
number Quotes with symbols for interactions Comment on the coding

Moderator - If I say mental health, what do you think that is? Agreements with quote 1 were evident in quotes 2 and 3. Both
quote 1 and quote 2 were marked with the symbol for
agreement from more than one participant (↑↑).

Quote 3 remains unmarked since the content of this quote was
already presented by the symbols in quotes 1 and 2. The
quote did not addmore information than agreement and was
left out whenmeaning units were cut out for further analysis.

1 R3 - How well you are, like in your head. Ok, there is physical health
and there is mental and it´s kind of health in your body and like
psychological. ↑↑

2 R1 - How you feel and like, mental health is like how you feel
overall. ↑↑

3 R2 - Yes, as she just said.

Table 4. Example of the Coding of Differentiation.

Quote Quotes with symbols for interactions Comment on the coding number

Moderator-What is mental health?
1 R2 - It means that you have a good function. This means that

things work well for you in your situation (…). b
Differentiation of quote 1 was evident in quote 2. Both quote 1 and quote

2 were marked with the symbol for differentiation (b).
2 R1 - I would like to correct it because a person does not

function well oneself, they function well together. b

Table 5. Example of the Coding of Change in Thought or Opinion.

Quote
number Quotes with symbols for interactions Comment on the coding

1 R1 - So, how I now notice someone with mental health problems? It´s
like you (…) wonder, kind of wonder why the person feels like that.
But it´s nothing you ask the person about. ↔

In quote 3, the participant R1 changed opinion compared to in
quote 1. Both quote 1 and quote 3 were marked with the
symbol for change (↔).

2 R2 - You still try if you see someone post something like “I´m logging
out now”, or those things people say on Snapchat. Then (…) I
usually ask how they feel or what has happened. (…) Then you
might get an explanation (…) if it´s something serious.

3 R1 - Like if it´s a close friend, then you´ll ask. ↔

Table 3. Example of the Coding of Disagreement.

Quote
number Quotes with symbols for interactions Comment on the coding

1 R1 - If you´re a determined person, it might be easier [to
get well when you have mental health problems]. ↓↓

Disagreement with quote 1 was evident in quotes 2 and 3. Quotes 1 and
3 were marked with two symbols for disagreement (↓↓) since both
respondent two (R2) in quote 2 and respondent three (R3) in quote 3
disagreed with quote 1 from respondent one (R1).

Quote 2 was not marked since the content of this quote was presented
by the symbols in quote 1. Quote 2 did not add more information than
disagreement and was omitted when meaning units were cut out for
further analysis.

2 R2 - I don´t agree.

3 R3 - No, I don´t think it´s linked that much to personality. I
think it depends more on how ill you are. ↓↓

Hermann et al. 7



Table 6. Example of the Coding of Different use of Words.

Quote
number

Quotes with symbols for interactions Comment on the coding

1 R6-I think (…) like diagnoses often associated with mental illness
like (…) depression. !

In the dialogue in the quotes 1–8, it is evident that the participants
used the term depression differently. Quotes 1–5 and 8 were
marked with the symbol for different use of words (!).

Quote 7 were a verification of quote 4 and was not marked with a
symbol.

2 R1-Is depression a diagnosis? !
3 R4 - Isn´t that [depression] something you feel? !
4 R6-Yes, depression is a diagnosis (…) Say, if you would seek help

for depression, you can be diagnosed with different types of
depression. !

5 R5-When I hear the word [mental health problems] I think a lot
about depression. Like how you feel.. !

6 Moderator –When you say depression like this, do you think
of it more as a disease or as something else?

7 R5 –No, like how you feel.
8 R3 –(…) I don’t think people know it’s a diagnosis. !

Table 7. Example of the Coding of Repetition and Engagement.

Quote
number Quotes with symbols for interactions Comment on the coding

1 R1 - I´m thinking a little about medicine (…) don´t think it´s very
good to get pretty young, like sleeping pills and anti-depp. E R ↓↓

Following quote 1, there was a long and energetic discussion
covering four pages of the transcripts. There were a lot of
interruptions where respondents talked at the same time, and
a lively discussion was visible in the dialogue. All quotes in the
dialogue were therefore marked with the symbol for
engagement (E).

Respondent one (R1) who stated an opinion in quote 1 argued
repeatedly for the opinion without support for it from the
others, in the long dialogue. All quotes with similar
argumentation from the same participant (R1) were therefore
marked with the symbol for repetition (R).

Disagreement with respondent one’s quotes 1 and 3 was evident
in quotes 2 and 4. All these quotes 1–4 were therefore
marked with the symbol for disagreement from more than
one participant (↓↓).

In quotes 2 and 4, respondents two (R2) and four (R4) agree to
disagree with respondent one (R1) in quotes 1 and 3. Quotes
2 and 4 were therefore marked with the symbol for
agreement from one participant (↑).

2 R2 - But it depends E ↓↓↑

3 R1 [at the same time] - But it´s not very healthy because it´s kind
of a drug you take.

E R ↓↓

4 R4 [at the same time] - It can be more dangerous to, for instance,
be without your anti depressive. It might be worse for your health
to not take it than if you actually take it. E ↓↓↑

Figure 4. Overview of activities according to STC and for interaction analysis, respectively, in the second step of STC.
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summarized as a condensed quote in the first-person. In
addition, a summary of the participant interactions was
formulated in the meaning units in each subgroup. Table 8
exemplifies the summarized interactions. In the table, the
aforementioned meaning units that were used as examples of
the coding interactions (in Tables 2–7) are presented together
with the summary of the interactions from all the meaning
units in the code group of which the exemplified meaning
was a part.

The Fourth Step of the STC Method Combined with Activities for
the Interaction Analysis. Figure 5 presents an overview of the
activities in the fourth step of STC and current interaction
analysis activities linked to that step, as an extract of Figure 1.

According to the fourth (last) step in the STC method, the
results from the condensate were formulated into an analytic
text with themes and categories (derived from the code
groups) as headlines. Specifics of the participants’ interactions
were merged into the description of the results, based on the

Table 8. Examples of Meaning Units and Summaries of Interactions From the Current Code Group.

Interaction Meaning units
Summary of interactions in the code group in which the

current meaning unit was a part of

Agreement [About mental health]
R3 - How well you are, like in your head. Okay, there is physical

health and there is mental and it´s kind of health in your body
and like psychological. ↑↑

R1 - How you feel and like, mental health is like how you feel
overall. ↑↑

There is a clear agreement between the adolescents in the
focus groups that mental health is an overarching
concept.

Disagreement R1 - If you´re a determined person, it might be easier [to get well
when you have mental health problems]. ↓↓

R2 - I don´t agree.
R3 - No, I don´t think it´s linked that much to personality. I think it

depends more on how ill you are. ↓↓

There is a clear consensus that someone cannot be
blamed for having mental health problems. However,
one participant disagrees and highlights that a person
can cause mental health problems by blowing up small
problems, and another finds that it is possible to get
well if one is determined enough.

Differentiation Moderator - What is mental health?
R2 - It means that you have a good function. This means that

things work well for you in your situation (…) b
R1 - I would like to correct it because a person does not function

well by him or herself; He or she functions well together. b

Adolescents differentiated the concept of mental health,
stating that it is affected by emotional well-being as well
as good functioning not only within oneself, but also in
relation to others.

Change R1 - So, how I now notice someone with mental health problems?
It´s like you (…) wonder, kind of wonder why the person feels
like that. But it´s nothing you ask the person about. ↔

R2 - You still try if you see someone post something like “I´m
logging out now”, or those things people say on Snapchat. Then
(…) I usually ask how they feel or what has happened. (…)
Then you might get an explanation (…) if it´s something
serious.

R1 - Like if it´s a close friend, then you´ll ask. ↔

The participants state various reasons for why
adolescents do not help others who have mental health
problems.

Different use of
words

R6 - I think (…) like diagnoses often associated with mental illness
like (…) depression. !

R1 - Is depression a diagnosis? !
R4 –Isn’t that something you feel? !
R6 -Yes, depression is a diagnosis (…) Say, if you would seek help

for depression, you can be diagnosed with different types of
depression. !

R5-When I hear the word [mental health problems] I think a lot
about depression. Like how you feel.. !

R3 –(…) I don’t think people know it’s a diagnosis. !

Depression is highlighted by several participants as an
example of mental health problems, but they attribute
different contents to the concept. For some, it is clear
that it is a psychiatric diagnosis, and others talk about
depression as something one feels.

Repetition and
engagement

R1 - I´m thinking a little about medicine (…) don´t think it´s very
good to get it pretty young, like sleeping pills and anti-depp.

E R↓↓
R2 - But it depends. E ↓↓ ↑
R1 - But it´s not very healthy because it´s kind of a drug you

take. E R ↓↓
R4 [at the same time] - It can be more dangerous to, for instance,

be without your anti depressive. It might be worse for your
health to not take it than if you actually take it. E ↑

The participants reason about the need for support and
care for those who have mental health problems. In one
focus group, there is a lot of discussion, where one
participant believes that young people should not take
medications for mental health problems. The other
participants are very engaged and give several different
examples about the importance of getting medication
when necessary.
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summation of the interactions. Below, we exemplify the
formulation of the content together with the description of
the interactions through extracts from the results text from the
previous study in Sweden where the coding scheme was used:

“The adolescents suggested mental health problems were con-
ditions that anyone could have, and that such problems were
caused by many different factors. Mental health problems were
issues they had to deal with, and they stressed that no one should
be blamed or judged for having such conditions. As an exception,
one participant stated that you might be blamed for your mental
health problem, if you turn a minor issue into a major issue. There
was also an engaged discussion in one focus group that held
diverse opinions on whether those with mental health problems
could pull themselves together and get well if they were really
motivated.” (Hermann et al., 2022b).

“Depression was mentioned bymost of the adolescents as a severe
mental health problem and an illness. However, in one focus
group, there was a lively discussion about whether depression is
really a psychiatrically diagnosed condition or just a description of
ongoing feelings.” (Hermann et al., 2022a).

“Stereotypical gender norms were mentioned in the individual
interviews and vigorously discussed in each of the focus groups
and were highlighted, in consensus, to be a causal factor of mental
health problems.” (Hermann et al., 2022b).

Once the result text with selected quotes was formulated,
validation of the results was done by comparing it with the
original interview data. Practically, this was done by re-
reading the interview transcripts and reflecting on whether
they were consistent with the summarized results.

Testing of the Coding Scheme on Other Data: Results

The second author found the coding scheme easy to use in
some parts and a bit too complicated in other parts. Thus, some
modifications in the coding scheme were necessary.

The second author found it easy to code interactions re-
garding agreement, disagreement and differentiation. The first
author, who had developed the coding scheme, also found

these interactions in the interview material and the authors’
codings were consistent. Both authors identified and coded
change in thought or opinion, but placed the symbol in dif-
ferent places in the text. However, after discussion the two
authors agreed on marking the symbol on the two quotes that
illustrated the change in thought or opinion, i.e., the first quote
and the second revealing the change, as described in the coding
scheme. Further, the second author marked some quotes with
the symbol for engagement. The first author, who could not
identify increased energy from the transcribed text alone, did
not note this. However, the two authors agreed on the coding of
engagement when the second author could add the actual
perceived energy increase in the conversation, at the highlighted
quotes. None of the authors found any signs of repetition,
different use of words or silencing, in the selected interview
excerpts. Still, the second author perceived these interactions as
potentially easy to understand and mark had they appeared.

Finalizing the Coding Scheme: Results

In the first draft of the coding scheme, which was tested, the
interactions misunderstanding and development were also
included. Misunderstanding referred to participants misun-
derstanding each other and the symbol of a question mark (?)
was marked on the first statement and the following statements
where the misunderstanding was evident. The coding of
misunderstanding was perceived by the second author as
difficult to understand. The first author had also not identified
a need for the use of that symbol in the previous test of the
coding scheme. Thus, the value of the code misunderstanding
was discussed and found to be redundant and was therefore
removed, as different use of words was already a code in the
scheme. Development referred to a series of quotes of the
discussion, which were related in a sequence. The purpose was
to keep track of which quotes belonged together in a dialogue.
The first quote in the sequence was marked with a less-than
sign, followed by a specific letter (e.g. <A). All statements that
were then connected to the first one were marked with a more-
than sign and a specific letter (e.g. >A). The quote in the next
connected sequence was marked in a similar way but with a
different letter after the more-than and less-than signs. Within

Figure 5. Overview of activities according to STC and for interaction analysis, respectively, in the second step of STC.
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each sequence, other interactions that were identified were
also marked, according to the coding scheme. Both authors
found it too complicated to mark the transcripts for devel-
opment. After discussion, both authors agreed that this in-
teraction was redundant in the current coding scheme, since it
mainly referred to focus group interaction related to transitions
between speakers. Moreover, there were already other codes
indicating reactions to other participants’ quotes, e.g.,
agreement, disagreement, and differentiation. After the revi-
sion of the coding scheme, the authors perceived the coding
scheme, with eight listed interactions, as a useful tool for
identifying interactions in the transcribed focus group data.

Discussion

The Coding Scheme and the Description of the Focus
Group Interaction Analysis Add to Existing Knowledge

The developed coding scheme was found to be a useful tool
for systematically identifying and coding interactions evident
in the transcribed focus group data. It is a practical tool which
complements previously developed tools for analyzing focus
group interactions. Our coding scheme specifically targeted on
merging focus group interactions with the interview data to
enhance the focus group interactions to be visible throughout
the thematic analysis process, and in the reported results.

Although the current coding scheme was not developed as
a tool to track transitions between speakers, as described by
Morgan and Hoffman (2018), it captures important aspects of
transitions, such as agreement and disagreement. The coding
scheme was also not developed as a tool to evaluate the quality
of the focus group data, as the tool presented by Kidd and
Parshall (2000) and Lehoux and colleagues Lehoux et al.
(2006). However, as the participants’ interactions are coded
according to the scheme, data quality may be evident. If, for
instance, the interactions’ change of opinion, and repetition
occur frequently in the transcripts, researchers may reflect
upon the quality of the data. Such recurring interactions may
be linked to the overall conversation climate during the focus
group interview, posing a risk of reporting bias, where certain
opinions are given preference while others may be overlooked.

The coding scheme presented here was developed as a user-
friendly guide for identifying specific interactions in the focus
group data and how to code themwith symbols. To enhance its
usability, it was simplified during the development process,
but it still includes interactions essential to acknowledge when
leveraging participants’ interactions for focus group data
analysis (Kitzinger, 1995; Kreuger & Casey, 2014; Myers,
1998; Stevens, 1996;Wilkinson, 1998c). Marking interactions
with symbols allowed them to be a part of the meaning units,
enabling a systematic integration of interactions into the data
content throughout the thematic analysis and presentation of
the results.

The structured process, designed to ensure a thorough
analysis of the interactions throughout the STC analysis,

required additional work. However, we argue that it is es-
sential to put the necessary time into the analysis and that this
structured way of analyzing participants’ interactions
strengthened the credibility and dependability of the study.
Although tested using the Systematic Text Condensation
method, the coding scheme is a tool to identify focus group
interactions that might be used with other thematic analysis
methods.

Quality Aspects of the Focus Group Data Required
when Using the Coding Scheme

The use of the coding scheme requires high-quality transcripts
with markings of, e.g., pauses, laughter, and participants in-
terrupting each other, as described by Myers (1998). This is
especially important to increase the possibility of identifying
the interaction engagement. In the test of the coding scheme
on other interview data the first author did not identify the
quotes were increased energy consistent with engagement (E)
was present. In this case the second author had been present in
the focus group discussion and could “hear” the participants’
voices through the transcripts. This emphasize the importance
of adding information about increased energy and emotions to
the text before coding of interactions are conducted. Addi-
tional possibilities to increase the quality of interaction coding
are to have transcripts where body language is annotated,
having moderated, or observed the focus group discussion
oneself, or listening to the original audio files, when uncer-
tainties arise about interactions.

Rich interview material is also a prerequisite for the coding
scheme to be useful. When analyzing focus group discussions
where respondents are reluctant to share their opinions and the
level of interaction is low, the use of the coding scheme may
feel redundant. It is also important to consider that the coding
scheme should be helpful to researchers and not be perceived
as a burden. For example, if the symbols in the coding scheme
are perceived as illogical, they can of course be replaced with
other symbols or the interaction can be marked in the meaning
units with the title of the identified interaction or in any other
way that suits the individual researcher. Furthermore, re-
searchers may have already developed their own systems for
analyzing focus group interaction. In this case, we hope that
our system can inspire further development of systematic
coding and analysis. We also think that the current coding
scheme can be useful as guidance and inspiration for re-
searchers who are not used to analyzing focus group inter-
actions as too often focus group data are presented as simply a
description of their content, not paying attention to the in-
teraction that took place to create that data.

Furthermore, not all interactions in the code scheme may be
identified in a focus group interview material, as what emerges
depends on the conversation and the interactions in the current
group. In the data we used, no case of silencing of any topic
was identified. However, we think it is important to include in
a coding scheme because it is an interaction of value to carry
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forward in a meaningful unit, if it occurs. In such a case, it is of
interest in the synthesis of results to describe the occurrence of
a topic or opinion that other participants actively avoided
talking about further. Kitzinger (1995) gives the example of a
focus group discussion where older people discussed long
term residential care and ”some residents tried to prevent
others from criticizing staff—becoming agitated and repeat-
edly interrupting with cries of ‘you can’t complain’; ‘the staff
couldn’t possibly be nicer.’” (Kitzinger, 1995).

In the focus group data that were used to test the coding
scheme, there were plenty of interactions, which is a pre-
requisite for its use. The coding scheme seems to be partic-
ularly useful in analysis of focus groups were the transcribed
data may contain long sequences of, for example, agreement
or disagreement that just are affirmative reactions without any
more actual content. With the support of the coding scheme,
these parts can be removed when replaced by a symbol for the
interaction, thus making the meaning units more compressed
and easier to sort. We also think the coding scheme might be
useful for focus group discussions that aim to explore complex
topics, leading to extensive discussions and interactions be-
tween the participants, regarding definitions and requiring
differentiating and elaborating others’ statements.

Conclusion

The developed coding scheme provides a systematic method
for identifying interactions among participants in focus group
interviews. Using symbols to mark the interactions in the text
enables researchers to further analyze and report them
alongside the participants’ spoken thoughts and opinions. The
coding scheme was perceived as useful by the researchers
testing it and resulted in a high agreement between the two
coders.

Although the coding scheme was tested using the Sys-
tematic Text Condensation method, it is a tool for identifying
focus group interactions that might be used with other the-
matic analysis methods.
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