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ABSTRACT 
 
 Social studies research plays an important role in contributing to our understanding of agricultural 
sustainability. Often they are empirical in nature. However, little initiative has been taken in noting the critical 
role of qualitative methods prior to carrying out primary data collection at the farm-level. To fill this gap, this 
paper provides a research note on qualitative data collection processes as they contribute to the effective survey 
of social phenomena within agricultural settings. Specifically, our recent experience of focus groups in Malaysia 
is selected for discussion, since they were found to be useful in the preliminary stages of our social research. 
The proposed method is particularly helpful in revising hypotheses, assisting questionnaire design, and planning 
survey operations. Special aspects of each of the five stages of focus groups - (1) focus group design, (2) 
participant recruitment, (3) implementation, (4) transcribing and analysis, and (5) findings and reporting - are 
discussed. These procedures should be modified to meet the requirements of specific research topics and 
contexts. Other than focus groups, future studies should shed light on other qualitative methods.  
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Introduction 
 
 Agricultural systems are formed by interdependent ecological and social subsystems (Conway, 1987; 
Spedding, 1988). Their interdependence can be described through dynamic feedback processes which, in turn 
determine the sustainability of agricultural systems (Park and Seaton, 1996). Together they serve one unified 
purpose: to produce agricultural outputs in sustainable formats. 
 Humans, in social subsystems, are integral actors within agricultural systems (Karami and Keshavarz, 2010; 
Matthews and Selman, 2006). In modifying an agricultural system, their decision making is influenced 
indirectly by the changes they have induced (Sundkvist et al., 2005). Improvement in sustainability is possible 
with enhanced ecological and social feedback to the actors (humans) (Lewis et al., 1997). Hence, social studies 
play an important role in contributing to our understanding of agricultural sustainability. 
 Attempts within agricultural research to explain social phenomena have been significant in the last two 
decades. For example, Knowler and Bradshaw (2007), Mercer (2004), and Pattanayak et al. (2003) have 
collectively reviewed over 100 agricultural adoption studies. Such research requires an understanding of farmer 
behavior in relation to the unequal distribution of socio-economic factors, resource endowments, institutional 
features, information, perceptions, and psychological factors. These insights can largely be gained through 
qualitative and quantitative methods.  
 In particular, quantitative methods appear to be popular in empirical investigations. They collect farm-level 
primary data through agrarian surveys, which the target respondents are farmers or farm households. To 
facilitate this objective, designing an agrarian survey can generally be guided by research methods in other 
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social fields (e.g., marketing and management). Otherwise, a guidebook like Benedetti et al.’s (2010) 
Agricultural Survey Methods is helpful to carry out a successful census collection at the farm level.  
 However, how qualitative methods can be used to complement eventual primary data collection is largely 
unnoted within agricultural literature. To bridge this gap, this paper provides a research note on the qualitative 
data collection process, with the aim of resulting in more effective agrarian surveys. Among qualitative 
methods, focus groups are useful in an initial exploratory or hypothesis-generating phase (Wilkinson, 1998). On 
the basis of our recent experience in Malaysia, we also note that focus groups can yield insights that contribute 
to an effective agrarian survey.  
 This note can serve as a reference guide in the application of qualitative methods to researchers who are 
interested to explain social phenomena within agricultural settings. 
 
Methods: 
 
 Any studies should be guided by an overarching conceptual framework, one that is built specifically for the 
empirical investigation of social settings in agriculture. For effective research, one should strive to obtain 
qualitative data prior to carrying out surveys.  
 Guided by social research handbooks (e.g., Barbour and Flick, 2007; Krueger and Casey, 2009; Stewart et 
al., 2007), the procedures involved in the focus groups being discussed can be divided into five stages:-  
 (1) Focus group design: At the outset of a focus group, a brief discussion should be devoted to background 
considerations. If an exploratory study aims to identify differences in the functional variables of a framework, 
the focus group must be conducted in a structured format (Tharenou et al., 2007). Other relevant topics should 
also be included if new hypotheses are to be generated. Active translation and back-translation are needed if 
different languages are used in focus groups (Usunier and Lee, 2005). 
 (2) Participant recruitment: The second stage involves recruiting the critical number of participants for 
each group such that they would generate sufficient data (Auerbach and Silverstein, 2003). That requirement 
varies across social contexts. For example, Churchill & Iacobucci (2005) suggest a minimum of four 
participants to form a focus group in Asia, whereas six to eight participants are deemed necessary in a focus 
group in Western contexts. 
 (3) Implementation: Conducting a focus group basically requires the appointment of a moderator and a 
rapporteur, who moderates the script, conducts recordings, and supervises compensation. A moderator should be 
knowledgeable about the research topic and be able to deal with group dynamics (Côté-Arsenault and Morrison-
Beedy, 1999). Other than being a guide, the moderator is in charge of the discussion checklist. A rapporteur, 
his/her assistant, helps to register the proceedings. Methods of recording include voice recording, audio 
recording, and note taking.  
 (4) Transcribing and analysis: Progressing from these interactive activities, focus group conversations 
should be transcribed and analyzed. Collected qualitative data should be transformed into a written text (in the 
form of an amendable transcript) for analysis. Among qualitative analyses, content analysis can then be 
conducted to see what themes emerge (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009).  
 Themes refer to the meaning of the discussion content. They are framework driven and, hence, determine 
what the analyst looks for. The analyst must read the transcript carefully when carrying out this exercise. Coded 
themes are then counted according to the number of times they appear in the analysis. The results can be 
structured to form meaningful findings.  
 As such, content analysis generates easily understandable findings (Wolcott, 2009). It has been commonly 
used in a range of qualitative research within agricultural settings, such as the definition of agricultural literacy 
(Frick et al., 1991), the concept of sustainable development (Aguirre, 2002), and the public perception of 
sustainable agriculture (Rogers, 2010). 
 (5) Findings and reporting: The final stage encompasses findings and reporting. After all, findings should 
meet the objectives of the focus groups, and valuable insights should be reported. Reporting deepens knowledge 
and communicates it to readers. 
 
Findings: 
 
 We were mainly interested in understanding why the adoption of sustainable agricultural practices (SAPs) 
has been limited. For this purpose, an improved integrative agent-based framework was conceptualized. In brief, 
we posited that adoption involves dynamic processes in behavioral formation, as a response to ecological and 
social feedbacks (for details, see Tey et al., 2011).  
 Because Malaysia is an example of limited adoption rates, particularly in the vegetable sector, it was 
selected as a study for other similar contexts. Focus groups were conducted in May–June 2011 to serve three 
main objectives: (1) to revise hypotheses, (2) to obtain explanatory information for questionnaire design, and (3) 
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to elicit techniques for survey operations. Achieving these objectives would complement future survey 
processes. 
 Fundamentally but crucially, we were aware of local social structures in the Malaysian vegetable sector: the 
sector is formed by an intersection, namely of traditional Malay involvement in change agencies and Chinese 
domination in cultivation. Both groups have different cultures. Importantly, they possess different mother 
tongues within a multilingual culture. Hence, some flexibility was required for effective communication in our 
qualitative (focus groups) research. 
 
Focus group design: 
 
 In our exploratory study, nine structured discussion topics were drafted for 90-minute long focus groups. 
These were (1) sustainable agriculture and practices, (2) farmer behavior, (3) contextual factors, (4) social 
factors, (5) farmer habits, (6) farmer perceptions, (7) farmer beliefs, (8) farmer attitudes, and (9) barriers to 
adoption. While the first topic provided the backdrop for our study and the last topic explained hindrances to the 
adoption, the others comprised the main components covered by our framework. Within each topic, the 
discussion was free-flowing. In order to prevent the discussion from digressing too far from a topic, a 
moderators’ script was created. 
 These topical issues were peer reviewed beforehand. They were considered in terms of their relevancy, 
clarity, and efficiency. Among these, time was suggested as a critical constraint for obtaining in-depth insights 
from focus groups. Therefore, some discussion topics (sustainable agriculture and practices, farmer perceptions, 
beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors) were prioritized in order to obtain the most critical information. Others were 
backed up with open-ended questions, which could be filled out by each of the participants. 
 All these materials were initially written in the English language. Recognizing the multilingual culture of 
Malaysia, they were translated into the Malay and Chinese languages. Each of them was then back-translated by 
a native speaker who had received formal agricultural education. Minor mismatches were found because of 
word choices; nonetheless, messages were generally not misrepresented. 
 
Participant recruitment: 
 
 Responding to Pimbert’s (1994) call for inclusive research while SAPs are production based, we targeted 
four important upstream groups in the Malaysian vegetable sector. The first two groups were change agencies: 
the Department of Agriculture and the Federal Agriculture Marketing Authority. They have official 
responsibility for diffusing technical information and influencing farmer behavior. The remaining two were 
farmer groups: the Cameron Highlands Vegetable Growers Association and the Vegetable Farmers Association 
of Selangor. Farmers are the actors in the adoption of SAPs. 
 Conforming to Churchill & Iacobucci’s (2005) suggestion but being conservative, we asked for a minimum 
of six voluntary participants in each group. In making this choice, we anticipated the absence of some 
participants. Since it is the national language, Malay was used in all official correspondence. 
 
Implementation: 
 
 In general, the number of participants varied in our focus groups. Most importantly, each of the focus 
groups had at least four participants (thus meeting Churchill & Iacobucci’s (2005) requirement). 
 One big challenge in our focus groups was the language medium of communication. To handle the 
multilingual reality, one of our research team members, a local with a diverse cultural background, was 
appointed as the moderator. He was familiarized with the moderator’s script and the rundown. With the intent of 
presenting precise messages, two projectors were prepared to depict Malay and English versions for change 
agencies and Malay and Chinese versions for farmer groups. Similarly, the focus groups were carried out using 
dynamic sets of languages.  
 With the permission of participants, all proceedings were recorded using audio and video recording devices. 
At the same time, important notes were jotted down by the rapporteur. At the beginning of the process, we spent 
more than the allocated time in discussing SAPs. The participants, particularly farmers, had difficulty in 
understanding individual technical terms (e.g., terracing, inter-cropping, and crop rotation), since visual aids 
were not provided. Consequently, our time management was affected. While most topics were discussed, topics 
not covered during discussions were answered through a questionnaire during extended time. At the end of the 
sessions, each participant was compensated with RM15 (US$5). 
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Transcribing and analysis: 
 
 Four datasets were created after transcription and translation. The transcription process involved the use of 
video and audio files. Video files were selected as the primary source in order to identify participants and to 
capture their expressions. Audio files were referred to when encountering unclear speech in the videos. In this 
manner, they complemented the entire transcription process. Given that our participants used multiple 
languages, all transcripts were then uniformly translated into English and saved as text files. 
 The next step involved content analysis. In this process coding attaches a theme to the meaning of 
statements. Through the rapporteur’s notes and reviews that followed, themes were created according to their 
appearance within individual topics. Actual coding required the use of some judgment skills to identify 
participant meanings. While this challenge could be made more simple through the use of complex software 
(e.g., NVIVO), (which offers options to identify word associations, similarity, or synonyms in large datasets), 
we managed it using the relatively simple Coding Toolkit Analysis (CAT) for our small datasets. CAT enabled 
multiple coding and prompted verification within each paragraph. As such, each decision was challenged prior 
to confirmation. As a result, the content analysis produced a frequency count based on the number of times a 
theme was coded. 
 
Findings and reporting: 
 
 Our findings did not simply restate the output of qualitative data analysis but also incorporated other lessons 
learned from the focus groups. This consideration is particularly important if qualitative findings are to be 
utilized for conducting effective surveys in agricultural settings. Overall, our findings met each of the three 
purposes of the focus groups. 
 First, frequency outputs in content analysis showed the importance of the discussed variables and, thus, had 
implications for our proposed hypotheses. In brief, these findings retained nearly all of the proposed hypotheses. 
In addition, they suggested a modification of “the usefulness of information” for the proposed “access to 
information” in relation to farmer decision and perceived consequences. As such, we were able to make two 
important improvements in our framework. 
 Secondly, simpler terms were collected for questionnaire design. These simpler terms substituted for or 
explained scientific or complex items. As most farmers have not received higher education, such simplicity 
should be helpful in encouraging better response rates and more efficient feedback processes. 
 Thirdly, difficulties faced in the focus groups helped us to envisage possible hurdles and strategies for 
handling our future surveys. Visual aids proved to be an ideal way to help farmers understand individual SAPs. 
Otherwise, farmers would not have been able to respond to the rest of the questions. Therefore, it is essential to 
ensure good understanding at the earliest stages of the farmer interview. 
 Our findings were compiled and reported. After compilation, the findings were presented to research peers. 
The presentation received concrete comments, which were useful for our writing activities. Our manner of 
reporting was, it should be mentioned, slightly different. Instead of reporting for internal records, findings were 
disseminated through manuscripts that were aimed at journals, so as to get the most out of our qualitative 
research. 
  
Research implications: 
 
 These procedures with respect to focus groups have the flexibility to support social research designs within 
agriculture. They can be modified according to research topic and context. More importantly, this qualitative 
method is useful prior to carrying out an empirical investigation. In addition to providing insights on 
questionnaire design and survey operations, it adds values to the guiding research framework. Given these 
credits, it can be extended to other social investigations, including climate change adaptation, program 
participation, and response to agricultural policies.   
 Nevertheless, we should acknowledge that focus groups are just one of the many qualitative methods. Other 
common methods include in-depth interviews and participant observation. Each method is particularly intended 
for serving a specific objective. For example, in-depth interviews are appropriate for understanding individuals’ 
personal perspectives and experiences; participant observation records individuals’ behaviors in a context. 
Future studies should address their contribution to an effective agrarian survey. 
  
Conclusions: 
 
 There is increasing research interest towards advancing our understanding of social phenomena in relation 
to agricultural sustainability. Many of these investigations require primary data from the farm level, particularly 
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on farmer behavior. Qualitative methods offer important insights and considerations towards the design of 
effective agrarian surveys. This conclusion is derived from our recent Malaysian experience. 
 Among other qualitative methods, focus groups are useful at the preliminary stage of empirical research. 
The method is useful for achieving certain objectives: to revise hypotheses, to assist in questionnaire design, and 
to plan survey operations. At the outset, researchers must be aware of the cultural peculiarities of social context. 
Other procedures involved in focus groups can be simplified into five stages: (1) focus group design, (2) 
participant recruitment, (3) implementation, (4) transcribing and analysis, and (5) findings and reporting. 
 In their application, these procedures should be modified to suit individual research topics and contexts. 
However, it should be conceded that focus groups are just one of many qualitative methods. The usefulness of 
others remains to be addressed in future studies for the facilitation of the empirical investigation of social 
phenomena in agriculture. 
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