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Abstract
During the COVID 19 pandemic, Online Asynchronous Focus Groups (OAFG) through
WhatsApp were conducted to explore women’s experiences in the context of Congenital
Syphilis prevention in Colombia. This paper discusses issues raised by the OAFGs (not least in
relation to face-to-face focus groups). After a review of the literature on online and offline focus
groups, there is a consideration of some key features of ourOAFGs. In particular, we note how
silence, presence, attention, continuity and multiplicity manifested in our OAFGs. We suggest
that rather than regardingOAFGs as inferior to the ‘gold standard’ of face-to-face focus groups,
ourOAFGs raise important questions about our assumptions about focus groupmethodology.
For instance, what counts as participant engagement, what comprises ‘useful’ social data, and
what constitute the boundaries of a focus group all emerge as critical issues.We go on to reflect
on some of the implications of these issues for the fruitfulness of OAFG methods.
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Introduction

This paper concerns the use of online asynchronous focus groups (OAFGs). OAFGs were
adopted as the preferred method in response to the limitations on mobility imposed by the
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Colombian government in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. But it was also a method
that seemed best suited to the study of women’s experience of Congenital Syphilis
prevention in Colombia not least because, prima facie, this method facilitates access to
hard-to-reach groups, it can accommodate participants’ everyday routines and avail-
ability, and it affords an element of confidentiality for the discussion of potentially very
sensitive medical, cultural and personal concerns.

However, within the specificities of the actual case study of women’s experience of
Congenital Syphilis prevention in particular regions of Colombia, other issues become
apparent. For example, silence – or the lack of contribution within the OAFG – is
generative of several meanings that can ambiguate the research in terms of interpretations
of engagement, taboos, and matters of care. Moreover, the affordances of the chosen
platform (WhatsApp) for our OAFGs means that the messaging produced by the women
can be highly complex and variegated in ways that nuance and indeed partially transform
the very character of the OAFG. The case study we present allows us to explore how the
platform, along with the specific circumstances of Colombia and Congenital Syphilis
prevention, can shape the ways in which such features as presence and attention, silence,
the introduction of ‘extraneous’messages, and the diversity of communications affect the
character and even integrity of our OAFGs. Indeed, we suggest that our case study has
broader implications for OAFG methodology in general.

In what follows, we present a brief outline of the typical characteristics of online
asynchronous focus groups as depicted in the methodological literature, and especially as
contrasted against face-to-face focus group practice. We then consider how this method
was adapted to take into account the specificities of our research sites and participants.
Firstly, we note how OAFGs were particularly applicable to our case study for a number
of reasons that included the pandemic, participant accessibility and network coverage.
Secondly, we detail the design, implementation and modifications of our OAFGs and lay
out the various rationales for these. We then report on the range of responses we received
from our participants, focussing especially on how these diverged from response patterns
we would expect in face-to-face focus groups. Concretely, we look, for instance, at how
presence and attention were conveyed, how participants managed to be simultaneously
inside and outside of the focus group, how enacting the private and the public was
negotiated and how (dis)continuity of exchanges was derived. We end with reflections on
a number of questions raised by our use of OAFGs in our specific case study, specifically
about what counts as participant engagement, what comprises ‘useful’ social data and
what constitute the boundaries of a focus group.

On online asynchronous focus groups

Traditionally, the main assets of focus groups are that they enable groups of people to
respond to the researchers’ questions while also responding to each others’ contributions.
Participants interact, answer and comment on, the moderator´s questions as well as one
another’s responses. As such, focus groups allow researchers to see how ideas appear and
are challenged through the interaction amongst participants (Lobe and Morgan, 2021;
Morgan and Hoffman, 2018).
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Potential advantages of face-to-face focus groups include: they facilitate voice from
under-represented groups; they are a forum for talk about sensitive topics that might be
difficult during an interview; and they enable support amongst participants who can thus
express views and opinions that resist social pressures (Gordon et al., 2021; Williams
et al., 2012; Liamputtong, 2015; Kitzinger, 1994; Reisner et al., 2018). Focus group
methodology has become widely used in health care research (Flynn et al., 2018;Williams
et al., 2012; Reisner et al., 2018; Ranieri et al., 2019) because it allows for the under-
standing of practices and interactions and thereby grounds theory in the actual language
and experience of the participants – whether patients or medical professionals (Smithson,
2008). Of course, the focus group itself does not yield ‘naturally derived’ data and so
analysis of the interaction of such artificially created groups and situations is at least as
important as the content of what is created (e.g. Silverman, 2007).

Online focus groups have become more ubiquitous over the last few decades and
particularly during the current pandemic. Whether mediated by telephones, online,
platforms, emails or Apps, online focus groups have been adapted so that they broadly
accord with the usual parameters of face-to-face focus groups (in their organization,
sequencing and structure, number of participants, the moderator´s role, etc.). It is not
surprising that some authors define online focus groups as similar to face-to-face focus
groups. As Lobe and Morgan (2021) put it, an online focus group is a ‘communication
event’ mediated through a computer that mimics what happens in an offline focus group.
Others (Woodyatt et al., 2016; MacNamara et al., 2021) state that online focus groups are
adaptations of in-person focus groups and can overcome some of the limitations that face-
to-face focus groups represent in terms of recruitment, costs, confidentiality and
anonymity.

Accordingly, most of the discussions surrounding online focus groups have revolved
around how to adapt face-to-face focus groups to an online setting and how to obtain high
quality data (Abrams et al., 2015). Results have been mixed however (Zwaanswijk and
Van Dulmen, 2014; Woodyatt et al., 2016; Brüggen and Willems, 2009; Nicholas et al.,
2010). On the one hand, some studies indicate disadvantages in terms of fewer words and
interactions, technical difficulties with the technology used and lack of non-verbal
communication in online focus groups. On the other hand, other studies highlight the
facilitation of discussion of such sensitive topics as abortion (MacNamara, 2020), body
image amongst transgender and gender diverse adults (Gordon et al., 2021) and cancer in
children (Tates et al., 2009). At base, these comparisons reflect the perception that face-to-
face focus groups are the ‘gold standard’, reinforce the dichotomy of offline/online, and
neglect considerable variety in form and content amongst online focus groups (which can
be text-based, video-based, platform-based, email-based, synchronous or asynchronous).

Now, much recent work on online focus groups has been primarily oriented toward
text-based communication, not least as conducted on platforms dedicated to the research
(Hallam, 2021; Gordon et al., 2021; MacNamara et al., 2021; Ranieri et al., 2019;
Biedermann, 2018). Typically, it is noted that not all potential participants can access the
platform, that there is a need for literacy skills to use the platform, that group dynamics,
particularly if synchronous, can be challenging for participants and moderators to follow
(Stewart and Williams, 2005; Forrestal et al., 2015; Fox et al., 2007). One proposed
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solution is to include several moderators for online synchronous focus groups to facilitate
turn-taking. Once again, we can note that this ‘problem’ and its ‘solution’ reflect the
priority accorded face-to-face focus groups.

Other researchers have incorporated video into the online focus groups to obtain
data on non-verbal communication and to ‘mimic’ face-to-face focus groups (Lobe
and Morgan, 2021; Flynn et al., 2018; Abrams et al., 2015). However, this detracts
from some of the advantages that online focus groups afford, particularly if the focus
is on sensitive topics. Recently, some scholars have conducted online focus groups
through WhatsApp (Colom, 2021; Chen and Neo, 2019; Veloso, 2020). Potential
benefits include: access to diverse and geographically dispersed populations; the
ease of use for participants for whom WhatsApp already features as part of their
daily activities; and the use of emojis and other signifiers to convey non-verbal or
affective information. However, this research methodology is still relatively new,
and there remains a need for further development (Chen and Neo, 2019; Veloso,
2020), particularly with regard to taking into account how participant communi-
cations are shaped by their (non-on-line) specific contexts and circumstances
(Colom, 2021; Chen and Neo, 2019).

Most online focus groups conducted through WhatsApp are asynchronous (Colom,
2021; Veloso, 2020; Chen and Neo, 2019). As participants do not contribute simulta-
neously, that is, in quick ‘conversational’ succession, asynchronicity poses several
challenges. Difficulties relating to such a reduced ‘spontaneity’ (Brüggen and Willems,
2009; Nicholas et al., 2010) include: shorter answers with fewer word counts (Chen and
Neo, 2019); uneven flow during the interactions due to their lag (Veloso, 2020); and more
unfocussed exchanges that do not always address the relevant research question (Brüggen
and Willems, 2009). Once more, these shortcomings are set against the ‘gold standard’ of
face-to-face focus groups.

It will come as no surprise that in the context of discussions about the perfor-
mativity of method (e.g. Law, 2004; Lury and Wakeford, 2012), to compare and
contrast face-to-face focus groups with online focus groups misses the point
somewhat. Every social scientific method affects the type of data that is possible not
least by othering some sources, and Othering certain pre-suppositions about the
nature of social processes (Law, 2004). Face-to-face focus groups generate one sort
of data, on-line focus groups another sort. And we should not be tempted by the idea
that in our contemporary social world, face-to-face is somehow more authentic, or a
better index of social reality. Echoing Marres (2015), we might say that digital data,
insofar as they are the main way by which some people communicate given the
impositions of distance and the pandemic, illuminate contemporary social relations.
However, assuming such digital data also leave ‘their traces in the very form, content
and character of’ (Marres, 2015: 671) face-to-face interaction, they are worth
examining in their own right for the insights they furnish.

With all this in mind, the following two sections will describe the online asynchronous
focus groups conducted in the specific circumstances of Congenital Syphilis prevention in
particular areas of Colombia.
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Adapting focus groups to the field sites: OAFGs

The research referenced here examines Congenital Syphilis prevention in three multi-
cultural sites of study in western Colombia (Quibdó, Manizales and Riosucio). The
purpose of the research was to explore variations in women’s experience of Congenital
Syphilis prevention – variations that might be attributable to such factors as differences in
regional health care systems, inequalities based on ethnic background and geographical
isolation, and the specificities of local cultural practices. The suite of methods includes
online methodologies such as document analysis, interviews, asynchronous focus groups
and diaries. This research aims to contribute to improving care in these prenatal settings
while acknowledging more-than-‘expert’ ontologies (Mol, 2002).

The initial stages of research coincided with the beginning of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, and it became clear that it would not be possible to conduct an ethnography in a
primary care setting, as originally planned. Online methodologies were thus a necessity.
This was reinforced because pregnant women were considered to be at higher risk from
the outset of the pandemic (Ministerio De Salud y Protección Social, 2020), thereby
limiting face-to-face prenatal care consultations as well as the possibility of relatives and
friends joining the women in the hospitals or prenatal care settings.

In adapting to these circumstances, the research turned to on-line methods, particularly
WhatsApp in order to reach out to target ‘hard-to-reach’ groups who might otherwise not
have participated in the research. As scholars have suggested, the notion of ‘hard to reach’
is contested (Sokol and Fisher, 2016; Charlot et al., 2021; Islam et al., 2021), nevertheless
as this app is in common usage, it facilitates access to groups who might typically be
hampered by limited access to other less familiar platforms and technologies. In the
present context, WhatsApp was chosen because it would – ideally – better include women
from comparatively disadvantaged backgrounds, with limited experience with mobile
technologies, who were living in relatively geographically isolated communities (also see
below). More generally, WhatsApp was used to conduct interviews, asynchronous focus
groups and diaries with different stakeholders (health care workers, health care ad-
ministrators, pregnant women, partners and relatives).

In light of the characteristics of online focus groups mentioned above, and the access
afforded by WhatsApp, WhatsApp online focus groups were conducted with pregnant
women or women who had babies in the preceding 4 months in order to document their
various experiences surrounding pregnancy, prenatal care, birth and motherhood. More
specifically, online asynchronous focus groups (OAFGs) were chosen because they had
the additional advantage of allowing participants to share their experiences at their own
pace at home or even while at work.

To clarify further, amongst the advantages of using WhatsApp is the growing af-
fordability of smartphones and internet access, which allows this messaging app to be
incorporated into daily activities. Besides being ‘free’ of charge, it is quick and easy to
use, allows for the sharing of not only text but also images, links, videos, voice recordings,
emojis, stickers, etc. (Jailobaev et al., 2021). Further, there is no need to create an account,
there is more immediacy in the exchange of messages (in contrast to emails), and it is
possible to see if someone is online and if the messages have been received and read
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(Jailobaev et al., 2021). It has also been highlighted that WhatsApp can facilitate more
informal conversations. Even for work-related matters, it creates a friendly environment,
and allows people who share similar interests to gather digitally (Jailobaev et al., 2021). In
addition, WhatsApp’s functionality means that multimodal data (e.g. Kress, 2010; Dicks,
2014) can be generated that, in addition to text, can include emojis, photos, voice and
song. This enriches the data and evokes a wider range of meanings and affects.

However, the use of WhatsApp for research also implicates pitfalls. For instance,
around sample selection and recruitment, not all potential participants have access to a
smartphone or use WhatsApp daily (Sugie, 2018). Indeed, it is not a minor issue to
conduct online research in Colombia which mainly uses WhatsApp. On this score,
according to the National Department of Statistics in Colombia (DANE), only 52.7% of
households have Internet access, and 72% have mobile phones. These percentages are
uneven in most regions and particularly low in rural areas (DANE, 2019). By contrast,
during the present pandemic, the Colombian government made efforts to improve access
to digital services as more people had to rely on the use of the Internet and mobile phones.
The number of users on social media, messaging apps and YouTube has grown con-
siderably over the course of the pandemic. The number of mobile phone subscribers has
increased from 66.28 million in 2019 to 69.4 million during the first few months of 2021
(Holst, 2021). Further, the diversity of multimodal data provided through WhatsApp also
complicates the analysis, especially where some forms of communication do not seem to
relate to the matter at hand, and where communication is fragmented. However, as we
discuss below this also allows for a critical reflection on researcherly expectations about
what constitutes data, and, indeed, a focus group.

The present OAFG study: Details

Participants had access to a smartphone and could use them through freeWifi, mobile top-
ups or monthly plans. During the pandemic, pregnant women had to secure access to
mobile phones because many health services or health services information was delivered
by mobile calls, emails or WhatsApp. In spite of improvements, it was not possible to
reach pregnant women in more isolated rural areas through this methodology since they
do not have access to mobile phones, and in any case the signal coverage is poor. Further,
due to COVID restrictions, these women could not travel to villages to access internet or
data services.

Participants were recruited through snowballing. Referrals were offered by health care
workers, including those attached to the association of traditional midwives in Chocó
(ASOREDIPARCHOCÓ), Secretaries of Health (some had connections with a project for
pregnant women in Lloró), and Corporación Sagrada Familia (NGO in Manizales). In
addition, women who had already been interviewed were asked for contacts.

All potential participants received an infographic about the project and the OAFG. This
laid out the nature of the research into experiences of pregnancy in relation to the
prevention of Congenital Syphilis. It was presumed that some participants would relate
more readily to the infographic, and this would allay any concerns (e.g. about any stigma
surrounding congenital syphilis, which might have further contributed to their ‘hard-to-
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reach’ status). Those interested were contacted by Ana Lucia Estrada Jaramillo
(henceforth ALEJ) who provided more details, the information sheet and the informed
consent.

Prior to arranging OAFGs, any queries were answered and participants were provided
with informed consent forms which were either filled in, signed and sent through
WhatsApp, or participants replied to each consent-related question in WhatsApp through
a text or audio message.

Three OAFGs were run between April and July 2021. Various suggestions have been
made about the ideal length of an OAFG, including 5 days (Chen and Neo, 2019), 4 days
(Gordon et al., 2021), 14 days (Hallam, 2021) and 9 weeks average (Williams 2009 in
Williams et al., 2012). In the present case, a period of 3 days for the online focus group
was set up. The aim was to ensure that the groups did not lose momentum, that with-
drawals were limited, and that the likelihood of becoming a ‘silent’ group due to
‘tiredness’ or exhaustion was kept to a minimum (MacNamara et al., 2021; Gordon et al.,
2021; Hallam, 2021). A more compressed period such as Colom’s (2021) 24 h was
discounted due to constraints related to availability, work, parenting and family re-
sponsibilities and data signal: 3 days were opted for to allow more time for interaction.

Several of the OAFG participants were living in Manizales and Riosucio (Caldas),
while others were based in Quibdó or Lloró (Chocó). Caldas and Chocó are ‘departa-
mentos’ (similar to states or counties) in Western Colombia. Seven participants who live
in smaller cities or villages such as Riosucio or Lloró had to travel to Manizales or Quibdó
to receive prenatal care or special health care services. Quibdó and Lloró are mainly
composed of Afro descendants, Riosucio has a large indigenous population, and
Manizales has mainly a ‘mixed’ background. In Riosucio, there are at least two health care
service providers that incorporate indigenous traditional medicine with ‘western’ med-
icine, while in Quibdó and Lloró, traditional midwives (afro descendants and indigenous)
are consulted alongside ‘western’ medicine. In Manizales, ‘western’ medicine is the
prevalent healing system. All pregnant women consulted several healing systems con-
secutively or simultaneously (Torri and Laplante, 2013), including religious healing
system (Catholic and Christian – Evangelic) and ‘Curanderismo’1.

Focus group 1 included women ages from 24 to 38 years living in Manizales and
Riosucio. One self-identified as indigenous and five as ‘mestizas’ (‘mix’ background),
one of whom was an internally displaced person because of armed conflict. Regarding
healing systems, all of them attended to prenatal care (‘western’medicine), three also used
‘Curanderismo’, two used religious system and five also accessed online resources (Apps,
Youtube - Tik Tok videos, web pages) to look for information and advice regarding their
pregnancy, birth, and babies’ first months. Only one was working while pregnant, and two
were working after having their babies2. For four of the participants, it was their first baby.
For three, their pregnancy was categorized as ‘high risk’3 due to hypothyroidism, pre-
eclampsia, gestational diabetes and anaemia.

Focus group 2 consists of women from 20 to 28 years living in Manizales, Lloró
and Quibdó. Two self-identified as Afro descendants, and five ‘mestizas’, two of
whom were undocumented migrants from Venezuela. All of them attended prenatal
care (‘western’ medicine), two also consulted traditional midwives, three used
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‘Curanderismo’, three used the religious system and four used online resources.
Only one was working while pregnant, and two were working after having their
babies. For five, their pregnancy was categorized as ‘high risk’ due to preeclampsia
and anaemia.

Focus group 3 includes women aged 19 to 30 years living in Quibdó and Lloró, all (6)
self-identified as Afrodescendants. At the time, one was pregnant, and it was her first
baby. All of them attended prenatal care (“western” medicine), five also used ‘Cura-
nderismo’, three consulted with traditional midwives, four used the religious system and
two online resources. None of them referred to their pregnancy as ‘high risk’.

Each group was set up on WhatsApp as a chat group with up to seven participants.
Participants were added into their chat group 1 day before the starting date and were
informed that that it would be run for 3 days starting the next day at 8:30 am and finishing
3 days later at 18:00. Ground rules included the requirement that all participants were
respectful of other women´s experiences, although it was acceptable that people could
make comments on others’ statements and even disagree. Sharing personal pictures,
taking screenshots from the WhatsApp group and/or sharing information with other
people outside of the group was prohibited. Participants were encouraged to contact ALEJ
directly if they had questions or wanted to address any difficulties, stress or discomfort. To
secure anonymity, all participants were asked not to have profile pictures of themselves or
their families on WhatsApp: they were provided with an alternative name such as
‘Participant #’. They were also reminded that they were free to exit the group if they did
not want to participate without further explanation. There were 19 participants in total.

In terms of organizing OAFG contact, 2 days before starting the first focus group, for
participants who wanted it, they received a new Sim Card and a data top-up paid for by the
research project. Mobile service providers delivered the new Sim Cards to each par-
ticipant’s home while the top-ups were paid online. In the main, participants preferred to
use their own Sim Cards as they did not have dual sim cards devices, and it was vital for
them to be reached on their mobile phone numbers. In these cases, new Sim Cards were
not provided, although data top-ups were given to all participants. Further, some par-
ticipants in the second and third groups lived in more isolated rural areas, which might
have resulted in logistical difficulties for Sim Cards provision.

The first day began with a reminder of the purpose of the group and the rules of
participation. In the case of the first group, the plan was to have twelve topic questions.
Some of these questions were messaged together – six and seven for group 1 (though in
groups 2 and 3, the questions were messaged separately). The aim here was to allow
participants to focus on a topic, limiting the text length for each question and potentially
having more responses. The format was one or two questions every 2 hours without
posting questions during lunchtime (12:00–14:00) and after 18:00. ALEJ commented on
and replied to interactions during these hours and made themselves available until 20:00.
For each day, there was an introduction in which participants were greeted, thanked and
provided with the questions. During the second and third days, participants were re-
minded to comment on what others had said previously and also on unanswered questions
even if they were from a previous day. Questions addressed experiences of pregnancy,
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birth and motherhood, sex during pregnancy and support from health care workers,
partners and relatives.

After the experience with the first focus group, some OAFG procedures were altered. It
was decided to reduce the total number of questions to eight and to continue posting each
question every 2 hours. The hope was that with fewer questions, there would be more time
for participants to comment. The rhythm of questions every 2 hours was chosen because it
was consistent with what has been acknowledged as a typical practice amongst smart-
phone users: they ‘pay attention to incoming messages in a continuous way’ (Kaufmann
and Peil, 2020).

As the literature shows, one of the problems for asynchronous focus groups is the (lack
of) ‘conversational’ flow and continuity of interaction among participants (Gordon et al.,
2021; Hallam, 2021; Veloso, 2020). In response, more questions or comments by the
moderator were included to clarify aspects of participants’ comments and to encourage
responses to what others have shared. More emojis and comments were entered in re-
sponse to participant entries as an attempt to convey a sense that participants had been
‘heard’ and to indicate active interaction.

At the end of each OAFG, participants were thanked and reminded to delete the last
messages, exit the group and delete it. Also, information regarding their participation
bonus (£5 voucher) was provided. Before exiting the group, several participants ex-
pressed their thanks for the opportunity to interact with other women, to learn from one
another, and to be heard. As one participant (14 OAFG 3 voice message) put it: ‘Well
thank you, I participant whatever number say goodbye because I learned from other moms
and well if there is another occasion I’ll be attentive’ (“Bueno muchas gracias también,
me despido la participante cualquier número que sea porque de las otras mamás también
se aprendió mucho y bueno de todas maneras si en otra ocasión se puede estaré atenta”).
Participants also highlighted the importance of doing research that potentially yields ‘real’
changes beyond the research project itself, and said they would be open to participating in
future focus groups if necessary.

Some reflections on our OAFGs

In attending to the specific differences and similarities between face-to-face focus groups
and our OAFGs, we can begin by summarising some key aspects of the former. In face-to-
face focus groups, moderator(s) and participants gather in a space organized to allow a
‘fluid’ and ‘continuous’ interaction in which discussion proceeds in response to a series of
questions asked by the moderator or to comments made by co-participants. Such groups
take generally between 1 or 2 hours and involve a maximum of around twelve or fourteen
participants, and they are usually audio or video recorded for further analysis. Sometimes
besides a moderator, another researcher or observer is present in order to take field notes.
Activities and objects are occasionally introduced into the space of offline focus groups,
and their purpose is to function as ice breakers or to facilitate discussion. Only rarely are
mobile phones or other digital devices brought into face-to-face focus groups and in-
cluded in the group dynamic. Their use is restricted for several reasons, including to
ensure anonymity, to reduce distractions, and to reproduce a ‘natural’ setting where people
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meet to talk about something in a way that mimics what they ‘normally’ do. In face-to-
face focus groups, there is a clear indication of who is ‘in’ the focus groups, of what is
public (versus private) and where the boundary lies between anonymous and non-
anonymous.

By contrast, in OAFGs many of these features are different in ways that reflect the
affordances of the platform and the ways in which it is typically used. However, ad-
ditionally, these differences are nuanced by the specific circumstances of the OAFGs: in
our case, this means pregnant women or recent mothers from relatively impoverished
parts of Colombia who have been ranked as being at higher risk of Congenital Syphilis. A
number of points of difference emerged that we reflect on below. These can be broken
down along the following initial (intersecting) lines: Presence and Attention; Silence and
Meaning; In/Out and Public/Private; and Continuity and Expression.

Presence and attention

Being conducted throughWhatsApp, it is not always clear who is ‘present’ – there is a less
determinate membership at any one time. As an audience, there is variability in who is
paying attention. Even where there are more or less explicit indications of attention (say,
an emoji being sent in response to a post), the ‘quality’ of attention is not necessarily clear
(is this just a ‘superficial’ marker?) At base, the usual facial and postural markers of
attention (problematically performative though these might be) are absent. In the three
OAFGs conducted, all moderator messages were received and read, and participants’
voice messages were listened to. During the online asynchronous focus groups, although
participants did not comment on all of the questions, there were 601 messages including
deleted messages (group one 222, group two 238, group three 141), 64 of which were
direct or indirect replies to previous comments from another participant. Of course, there
could always have been more comments and responses and one of the issues the analyst
faces is how to characterise those who do not contribute so much, or even what counts as a
‘good’ number of responses.

Usually, in online forums, as in other online platforms, participants are considered
direct or indirect recipients of messages (Meredith et al., 2021). Amongst the various
users, there are so-called ‘lurkers’ (MacNamara et al., 2021) who are unknown people
who read messages or posts but tend not to interact, particularly on large sites (Meredith
et al., 2021). Cautiously, the term ‘lurker’ or perhaps, better still, ‘onlooker’ can be
applied within the OAFG setting, insofar as there are participants who do not participate in
every topic, who it is assumed (rightly or wrongly) do watch other views being expressed
but do not put forward their own. However, this might be less a personal characteristic
than a cultural or practical one. In both offline and online focus groups, there are moments
of increased participation where more participants intervene in (or are reticent with regard
to) some topic or other. In the OAFGs reported here, there was more frequent participation
during the first day (groups 1 and 3) but longer messages with more characters during the
third day (groups 1 and 3)4. More participants contributed to topics concerning the
expectations placed on pregnant women and newmothers, the caring received from health
care workers, and advice surrounding pregnancy and birth. By contrast, contributions
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about sex during pregnancy were less frequent and generated more ‘silence’: indeed, only
two participants in each group commented.

In sum, in OAFGs there are several ways in which presence and attention are rendered
more opaque by the platform, in this case byWhatsApp. This is further complicated when
more ‘taboo’ subjects such as ‘sex during pregnancy’ are raised. Does silence signal
indifference or embarrassment? The signs of these that might be picked up in face-to-face
focus groups are absent.

Silence and meaning

In both offline or online synchronous focus groups, concern on the part of the moderator
(or even other participants) regarding participant silence is not uncommon. Silence might
be interpreted as an absence of interaction, as the loss of meaning production, or as some
incapacity on the part of the moderator. In an online asynchronous group, participants tend
to comment to each other less, and there might be long periods of silence in which it is not
easy to see engagement (Chen and Neo, 2019). Silence in asynchronous groups does not
necessarily indicate a lack of interaction, particularly if we consider delays in interaction
in which reading and replying to messages occurs at participants’ own pace. After all, it is
important to recall that silence is a feature of interaction present in research and non-
research contexts (Smithson, 2008).

Nevertheless, silence can also indicate discomfort among group participants (Myers
1998 in Smithson, 2008), an indicator of a sensitive topic or even a taboo: silence, by its
very appearance, can indeed index the social discomfort that attaches to statements or
comments or questions shared within the group. This was the case with the question about
sex during pregnancy in our OAFGs. That question resulted in fewer messages and
comments during the period following the focus group. In this respect silence can also
implicate ‘stigma’ regarding specific topics, particularly where knowing ‘too much’ about
a topic is problematic; that is to say, participants may be feel inhibited because of the
possibility of being seen to be too knowledgeable by virtue of engaging in disfavoured
practices (see Kitzinger, 1994, for similar observations in relation to HIV/AIDS).

However, silence is something worth paying attention to, especially with regard to
what it might say about engagement. It has been noted that with insufficient attention to,
and monitoring of, ‘silent’ participants in asynchronous focus groups, these participants
might quickly drop out (Stewart and Shamdasani, 2017). However, in the context of our
OAFG participants it would be preferable to see silence as a reflection of a more fluid
agency whereby the participant can decide when and how long they participate. Although
this might confuse the practical matter of engagement from a researcher’s perspective, it
nevertheless allows us to glimpse what is relevant to participants’ engagement, interaction
and the perceived importance attributed to the topic at hand. More generally, it allows us
to interrogate what our assumptions are about engagement in OAFGs. In particular, can
we detach the idea of engagement from data-production? People might still be engaged
with the research matter of concern but not necessarily directing that engagement toward
the researchers. This suggests that the engagement extends beyond the boundaries of the
research encounter (OAFG) or even research project or programme. This further implies
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that the topics and issues raised in OAFGs might continue to resonate with participants
off-line, and that perhaps other methods need to be developed to access such resonances
(e.g. follow-up on-line interviews or questionnaires).

Relatedly, of course, participants can decide to withdraw from the OAFG without
providing an explanation – something that is not necessarily so easy in the context of in-
person focus groups (Tates et al., 2009). Such a withdrawal can be rather more blurred in a
focus group conducted on WhatsApp. So, while in asynchronous focus groups non-
participation can also be understood as withdrawal, a note of caution needs to be sounded
because what counts as participation is not altogether clear. For instance, in the case with
one of our focus group participants, while she contributed to the group during the second
day of the asynchronous focus group, she participated only twice. In fact, she did leave
after that day, but (as she informed ALEJ during recruitment) she had to return to work
from maternity leave because of a tight work schedule. As this case illustrates, silence and
withdrawal can signify several things.

Such a situation might be common to others in offline focus groups who have stopped
contributing and commenting. But should we understand this as a withdrawal? A number
of questions suggest themselves here. Does this rather suggest that we should consider
asynchronicity as a fluid, non-linear temporal sequence regarding participation? More-
over, in partial reiteration of the foregoing, does perceiving this situation as a lack of
engagement and a withdrawal not reveal our researcherly assumptions regarding the ‘gold
standard’ and what is expected from research participants? In addition, does the pos-
sibility of multimodal interaction on WhatsApp (sharing links, videos, voice messages,
songs, memes, emojis, stickers and gifs) suggest that other connective communicative
routes can be created along with different, more inchoate ‘worlds’ (more on this below) in
which withdrawal is part of a pattern of presence and absence?

In/out and public/private

Needless to say, the participants in our OAFGs were entangled in many relations and
engaged in many practices. For example, judging by the background sounds that appeared
on their voice messages, participants contributed while at work, while engaged in
childcare or housework, or while watching TV. However, while in face-to-face focus
groups talk amongst participants can be witnessed, in OAFGs it is not always possible to
know if participants also read what others said and to what extent they are engaged in
cross-participant discussion. In this respect, one can see that these participants might be
outwith the focus group, conducting discussions out of reach of the researcher. Or rather,
one might even say that it is the researcher who is ‘kept out’ in a version of Law’s (1994)
adage in which, to paraphrase, ‘wherever the action is happening, the researcher is
unlikely to be’. Of course, this can happen with face-to-face focus groups when discussion
amongst participants continues after the end of the focus group. However, as a discussion
that runs parallel to the main interactions within an OAFG, the ‘integrity’ of the focus
groups seems more compromised.

This ‘integrity’ seems further eroded when the ‘private’ entanglements of participants
make an appearance. As noted, the private runs in parallel to the public-ity of being in an
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OAFG, whereas in face-to-face focus groups the private is, as it were, ‘suspended’ for the
duration of the focus groups session (of course, this is never wholly the case as, for
example, emergency messages can in one way or another reach participants). However,
because of the remote and asynchronous features of an OAFG participants are at the same
time ‘in’ and ‘out’ of their personal life, work and family circumstances. In essence,
people are switching from public to private (and non-anonymous to anonymous) in-
teractions for the length of the OAFG. For instance, as the transcript extract below
indicates, one of our participants was replying to messages on WhatsApp with her family
regarding her ill son at the hospital, apologising to other participants for not participating
that morning in the focus group, and writing private messages to ALEJ (who reassured her
it was possible to withdraw from the focus group if she needed to).

‘Participant 13 OAFG 3 12:02: Afternoon, apologies. I didn’t attend early
It’s just that I have my boy at the Emergency Room with a terrible flu
12:03: (Picture of the boy with an oxygen mask)
Participant 17 (voice message) 12:04: {Vallenato music} The boy you have to ask God

for your boy’s recovery. What disease might have the boy?
Moderator 12:04: I am sorry. I hope your boy recovers soon. Don’t worry. Remember

you can participate when you can’
Here, there was multitasking: engaging and interacting with different actors at the same

time. Moving from offline to online can entail the doing of several activities simulta-
neously, using and navigating different types of texts (text messages, voice messages,
music, apps and videos). Of course, this is part of everyday digital life (Kaufmann and
Peil, 2020), and the absence of direct observation on the part of the researcher, means this
can continue even within the on-going unfolding of an OAFG. Participants can thus
remain both within and without the research event simultaneously.

Continuity and multiplicity

If we consider digital interaction more broadly, it is any communication in which ‘at least
two speakers take alternative turns’. (Meredith et al., 2021: 7). However, given that not
every message will be responded to in digital interaction, communication will not have the
same qualities of continuity that face-to-face interactions putatively possess. In any case,
it might be challenging to reconstruct the ‘flow’ of an online focus group interaction
because of discontinuities. Or rather, perhaps we should consider such ‘staccato’ in-
teractions in their own right insofar as they can still illuminate women’s divergent ex-
perience of Colombian health care systems and Congenital Syphilis by setting these
within an interactional context that is discontinuous, dispersed (involves side commu-
nications) and heterogeneous (entails multiple tasks).

Of course, ‘… any message posted on a digital platform is “designedly inter-
actional”’(Meredith and Potter, 2014 in Meredith et al., 2021: 7) insofar as contributions
are designed with the recipient in mind. In the present case participants were speaking to
other women who had gone through, or were going through, the pregnancy experience,
and to the researcher, someone who was interested in knowing their experiences.
However, it is not always straightforward in knowing if participants had read what others
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had said, and to what extent they were engaged with the discussion. Expression of views
does not always signal a particular form of engagement, or any engagement per se. Now, it
has been alleged that in virtual focus groups, there is not much interaction (Liamputtong,
2015; Hesse-Biber and Griffin, 2013), particularly if those focus groups are asynchro-
nous, when there are delays in comments of a couple of hours or even days. As noted
above, this does not mean that there is a lower grade of data being generated, but rather
that what counts as data has shifted. It is possible to find continuities across asynchronous
interactions by, for example, following an extended ‘story’ that can sometimes be a
drawn-out ‘argumentative interaction’ (Kitzinger, 1994). To be sure, amongst our
OAFGs, there was storytelling surrounding risk, about being a ‘primeriza’5, about health
care workers’ explanations about pregnancy and birth processes. Also, there was sto-
rytelling regarding sickness or illnesses during pregnancy, weight (diets, losing and
gaining weight) and how to treat and care adequately for pregnant women and babies.

However, the key point is that running alongside such, albeit circuitous, narrative
linearities, is a nexus of communications that embodies text but also voice, videos,
images, links, emojis, songs and background ‘noise’ that flip in and out of public and
private. Here is a brief transcribed example:

Participant 11 OAFG 2 8:37:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jcH4hL0LVn8 (Song: “Yo te esperaba” {I

was waiting for you} by Alejandra Guzman)
Good morning
Moderator 8:40: I did not know that song. Tell us about your experience
Pariticipant 11 OAFG 2 8:41:
Joyful and I thought how time passed by and I want to get to know my baby it was a

beautiful experience
To navigate such a variety of presences and absences (including silences and dis-

continuities), reflects not just the usual mess of doing research (Law, 2004) but also is
potentially indicative of the specific complexities and heterogeneities of our participants’
lives. These ‘data fragments’, for want of a better term, cannot be analytically grasped in
any straightforward way. At the very least, they provide a sort of cacophonic background
against which narratives are crafted and play out. However, they also raise the possibility
of rethinking what counts as an insightful reading.

Concluding remarks: OAFGs – within and beyond research?

In this paper, we have discussed features of Online Asynchronous Focus Groups in the
context of our particular project, namely, to examine the experiences of pregnant women
and recent mothers of Congenital Syphilis prevention in Colombia. OAFG as a method
was chosen in response to the restrictions imposed on mobility during the pandemic
because some of our participants were hard to reach, and for the reason that the asyn-
chronicity afforded by the use of WhatsApp could accommodate the womens’ busy
schedules and fragmented availability. In addition, it was hoped that OAFGs, insofar as
they facilitated confidentiality, could provide a relatively safe forum for sharing accounts
of medical, cultural and personal concerns that were potentially hugely sensitive. With
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these qualities of OAFGs in mind, we provided an initial comparison between OAFGs
and face-to-face focus groups, as well as tracing some of the differences between other
types of OAFGs (e.g. those where only text was used). In contrast, our OAFG format also
allowed for a variety of significations that included emojis and verbal recordings.

In our reflections on the sort of data we collected, as well as its ‘absence’, we pointed to
a number of readings that situated that data as a sort of panoply that although in some ways
inchoate, nevertheless permitted a complex and variegated engagement. Thus, we noted
how the presence of participants and the quality of their attention were difficult to judge
throughWhatsApp, especially in relation to taboo topics such as sex during pregnancy. As
a corollary, we discussed the issue of silence and how this presumes a link between
participation and data generation. The women might still be engaged, but that engagement
finds other ways and means of expression (and might well require supplementary methods
if it is to be ‘captured’). As such we also considered how the women might be carrying on
on-line conversations amongst themselves in parallel to the OAFG. This suggested a
world outside of the OAFG even if it is a world partially informed by the OAFG topic of
Congenital Syphilis prevention. We noted that this complex, variegated world is occa-
sionally glimpsed in interviews or the background noises that attend vocal recordings or
through the use of songs or emojis. What this implies is an erosion of the borders of the
OAFG as the OAFG becomes affected by ‘data’ that are tangential to, or obscure within,
the parameters of the OAFG. At the very least, one implication is that silence is not a void.
Finally, all these variegated points of engagement suggest a reconsideration of what
counts as data: if we have collected ‘data fragments’, as we tentatively call them above,
these can no doubt resource a narratively linear account, but at the same time they can
remind us about the empirical cacophony that lies behind such an account (Law, 2004;
Serres, 1995). Indeed, we would argue that useful insights can be grounded in non-linear
narrative forms. For example, the irregular jumping across disparate themes, issues,
concerns and so on might echo the complex and fragmentary conditions of health care
which our participants face in their particular localities.

Our reflections on our particular OAFGs raise some broader implications – or at least
questions – for the deployment of on-line focus groups that are asynchronous. Firstly,
OAFGs that employWhatsApp (or similar platforms such as Signal) and which thus allow
for the use of various forms of signification (sharing links, videos, voice messages, songs,
memes, emojis, stickers and gifs) and alternative routes of communication (cross-
communications amongst participants), generate the possibility of a much richer sense of
the participants. Indeed, to the extent that they introduce different affects (through emojis,
gifs, etc.) and identities (through songs and stickers, etc.), the persona of ‘participant’
seems rather limited. What alternative formulations of ‘participant’ might begin to ap-
proach this richness? Further, the topics to which the participants are supposed to address
themselves might be rather compromised in that the various significations that are co-
presented with textual answers can reinforce, detract from, nuance, and even side-line
those topics. Even translating the voice message into text and reproducing the emojis,
some meaning is lost in the translation. What can we as researchers derive from this
panoply of ‘data fragments’? How can we bring order to it? Or better still, how might we
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find modes of analysis and writing that can some encompass the heterogeneity of
messages?

Might we find a way of seeing this heterogeneity as expressive of the sociomaterial
heterogeneities that are part and parcel by participants’ everyday lives? In light of this, we
might also ask what these modes of messaging imply for the research method itself. The
diversity of messaging can, as it were, ‘re-enact’ or ‘reconfigure’ the OAFG. For certain
focus group memberships, such multiple messaging entails a ‘stepping out’ of the OAFG,
and even of the research project per se, to, for example, direct care of one sort or another to
other members of the OAFG. Sometimes this might be in the form of discrete advice,
sometimes as a sharing of experiences, and sometimes as a moment of solidarity (as in the
case where participants shared their bad experiences of prenatal care, birth and breast-
feeding). In this way, the OAFG as a research event becomes something other – a forum
for mutual support or the building of a sense of solidarity (see Michael, 2012). What we
are witness to as researchers is thus an appropriation of our research tool which, by virtue
of its various technical capacities, has facilitated both a partial breakdown in the aims and
continuity of the OAFG and of the research project itself. In other words, there can be a re-
appropriation of the OAFG by the participants themselves as a different sort of event.
Often, researchers by virtue of their focus on their core research questions might miss such
a shift (which can admittedly be very subtle). Given such a re-appropriation, how might
researchers sensitise themselves to the usurpation of their OAFG research event so that it
is no longer simply a research event but has become something other in which alternative
and parallel relations are enacted, other identities are introduced and other worlds are
imagined?
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Notes

1. “Curanderismo” (Garzón Chirivi, 2015) is a mix of practices from Africa, Europe, and America
practised by peasants and people in the cities. Typically beverages and plants were used.
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2. In Colombia, pregnant women with a formal work contract have 3 months of maternity leave.
Those who work as independent workers or in the informal sector returned to work after ‘dieta’
(40 days after the child’s birth).

3. During prenatal care, pregnancies are categorized as high risk if there is a medical condition.
Also, if social or psychological conditions might put the mother or the baby at a greater risk (e.g.
living in a dispersed rural area). Most participants, however, only refer to high-risk pregnancies
as those related to medical conditions.

4. In terms of messages and characters (including emojis); group 1 had (day one 65 messages,
11,020 characters; day two 53 messages, 8011 characters; day three 44 messages, 8308
characters); group 2 had (day one 85 messages, 10,277 characters, day two 72 messages, 6474
characters, day three 62 messages, 7008 characters); group 3 had (day one 53 messages, 10,729
characters; day two 50 messages, 5616 characters and day three 30 messages, 6382 characters).

5. The word is used to describe women who have their first baby and for whom the experience feels
new, frightening and full of doubts.
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