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Abstract: This paper describes the development process and the pilot use of an ethnography-inspired analysis method to 
investigate group reflection in group discussions. Reflection is the process of thinking, acting, experiencing, evaluating and 
analyzing alone or together tied to the surrounding social reality or context. Social relationships are an inherent feature of 
a group; these relationships refer to group dynamics, i.e. interpersonal processes in and between groups over time. The 
method is piloted on three lightly moderated microentrepreneur network meetings in Finland. The meetings provide 
microentrepreneurs with a forum where they get into social interaction with other entrepreneurs. Each meeting provides a 
single case with a different starting topic. The method development was an inductive and data-driven process. We adapted 
the double stimulation tool by Vygotsky to the situated event of this study by adding two further steps: analysis of the 
group reflection and finally the symbolic visualization of the group reflection path. Each case discussions provided a unique 
road related visualization that symbolizes the discussion flow, directions and process. The main finding of this study is that 
each case meeting formed a unique group reflection path. The analysis of what, how and why entrepreneurs are talking 
about topics related to business creates an understanding of how they construct the meaning of entrepreneurship and 
related factors as part of their culture.  
 
Keywords: group reflection; group dynamics; method development; micro-entrepreneurship; network  

1. Introduction 
Entrepreneurs are deeply embedded in the society in which they operate (Granovetter, 1985), and the social 
structure is an intrinsic part of the entrepreneurial process (Dodd & Anderson, 2007). We adopt a practice-
based research framework towards the social processes which help entrepreneurs to produce and reproduce 
the entrepreneurial action (Goss, 2005). The aim of this study is to describe the development process for a 
novel analysis method to investigate features of group reflection in network group meetings among 
microentrepreneurs. We do this through an ethnography-inspired analysis of the structure of entrepreneur-
centered network meetings, group dynamics in the meetings, and symbolic visualization of the group 
reflection paths.  
 
The promise of ethnography is increasingly recognized in entrepreneurship studies (Jack & Anderson, 2002; 
Johnstone, 2007). Ethnography is well suited to capture the ways in which micro-level behavior—including 
entrepreneurial behaviour—is embedded in the context. We regard networking as an entrepreneurial action 
(Engel et al, 2017) that can provide a significant source of social support and increase the likelihood of business 
success (Brüderl & Preisendörfer, 1998). To investigate the everydayness of entrepreneurship action (Steyaert, 
2004) in the context of network meetings, the focus of this study is on an ethnographic analysis of the 
communicative habits of entrepreneurs. The communicative events analyzed are micro entrepreneurs’ 
network meetings in Northern Finland, and these meetings constitute a particular situated event in the macro-
context of microentrepreneurship (Figure 1.).  
 
 Ethnographic research is aimed at finding out things that are often not seen as important but belong to the 
implicit structures of people’s life. The priorities of the ethnographic research strategy vary (Genzuk, 2003).  
 
The ontology of ethnography implies that language is context itself, and thus part of social structure and social 
relations. In ethnographic research, language is approached as something that has a certain relevance to 
humans, and humans’ existence is tightly linked, conditioned or determined by society, community, the group 
and culture (Blommaert & Jie, 2010). Of the several possible factors to be identified in an analysis of 
communicative events according to the famous ethnographic methodologist Hymes (1964), we chose to focus 
on the topics and comments that a message may be about, and the events and their characters as wholes. In 
this study, we followed the ethnographic view of data-driven approach and chose to follow the data that 
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suggested us a particular theoretical framework, namely the Vygotsky’s double stimulation (1978) to be used 
as an analysis tool.  
 

 
Figure 1: The contextual layers of the present study (modified after Blommaert & Jie, 2010, p. 18) 

2. Theoretical framework 
 The basis of our theoretical framework is related to group reflection and group dynamics. Reflection is the 
process of thinking, acting, experiencing, evaluating and analyzing alone or together tied to the surrounding 
social reality or context (Fernandez et al., 2012), and so-called meta-competency (Cheetham & Chivers, 1998) 
which enables one to reflect and evaluate one’s own activities. Seibert (1996) stated that self-evaluation, 
critical review, analyzing, and learning through experiences are the significant considerations of genuine and 
realistic self-reflection. In addition, self-reflection helps to increase awareness, understanding, and renewal of 
various phenomena (Argyris & Schön, 1996; Boud et al., 2006). Kemmis (1985) refers to the communality of 
reflective action, which is conditioned by the use of language, social interaction and cultural affiliation. In 
addition, the surrounding environment or context has to be taken into account during reflection (Fernandez et 
al., 2012).   
 
Moon (2002) argues that reflection is like a mental activity, which creates distance from different tasks, 
situations and events, and it offers a view to be more objective. Thus, reflection can be seen and utilized as a 
process, which enables an individual to use his/her, experiences and determine competencies. Further, it is 
possible to detect new activities and features to promote better and useful decision-making. Reflection can be 
seen as the opposite to authority-guided and routine activities, which are like barriers to development. Thus, 
reflection offers a way to observe experiences and to look at them from a removed perspective (Slotte, 2003). 
 
In addition, reflection can be considered as a tool for creating new knowledge, which combines information, 
emotions and action (Ståhle & Grönroos, 2000).  
 
To understand group reflection, one needs to be aware of group dynamics and group as a social unit. As 
Forsyth (2018) explains, to capture the many nuances of the word ‘group’ is not possible with one definition. 
Even so, he describes the group as ”two or more individuals who are connected by and within social 
relationships”.  This is in line with what Levi (2014) says of people in groups having a connection of some kind 
with each other. He also states that there is a reason and a goal for a group to exist.  
 
Forsyth (2018) provides a categorization of different varieties of groups ranging from primary groups to social 
groups and collectives. However, the one that seems most applicable in this study is a social category, i.e. a 
grouping of people assumed to be similar in some ways but different in one or more ways. The formation of 
groups can be either planned or emergent (Forsyth, 2018). In addition to this feature, the group formation 
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model by Arrow et al. (2000) also includes the dimension of external vs. internal forces as the initiators of the 
group.  
By definition, social relationships are an inherent feature of a group; these relationships refer to group 
dynamics, i.e. interpersonal processes in and between groups over time (Forsyth, 2018). Forsyth (2018) 
reviews the processes by naming five different interpersonal processes possible in the context of groups: 1) 
formative, i.e. interpersonal and personal processes making a group of strangers into a true group, 2) 
influence, i.e. interpersonally effective forces aiming at transforming individuals into a socially coordinated 
collective, 3) performance, i.e.  achieving the goal of the group by uniting members’ efforts, 4) conflict, a 
natural feature of a group, and 5) contextual, i.e. influences of the social and environmental contexts on 
groups.  

3. Data and method 

3.1 Microentrepreneurs’ peer-to-peer network meetings 
The analysis is based on audiotaped group discussions of a microentrepreneur peer-to-peer network with 
regular meetings in northern Finland. The network provides microentrepreneurs with a forum where they get 
into social interaction with other entrepreneurs, and find new solutions to the development challenges of their 
businesses. The implementation of the network events takes place as follows: the network is coordinated, and 
the research team at the host company’s premises facilitates the meetings (Hänninen, Jokela, Kotavaara, 
Saarela, & Muhos, 2017). The host entrepreneur chooses the starting topic of the event. In addition, 
representatives from public business advisory services are invited to the meetings. Free discussion and 
exchange of experiences around the selected topic is the most important part of the event. The main goal of 
the concept is to provide the entrepreneurs with new ideas and help them find new ways to develop their own 
businesses. From the viewpoint of research, these entrepreneur-centric and lightly moderated entrepreneur 
meetings provide a unique access to naturally occurring data on the discursive practices of entrepreneurial 
processes, which is hard to access as a researcher. 
 
A total of 23 individual entrepreneurs, six business advisors, four researchers and one journalist participated in 
three different meetings over a three-month period (Table 1). Only one entrepreneur participated in all three 
meetings.  

Table 1:  Individual participants in each meeting 
Participant role Participant code Meeting dates Activity level 
  Dec, 2015 Jan, 2016 March, 2016  
Entrepreneur E1 X   1 
 E2 X   1 
 E3 X X  2 
 E4 X  X 2 
 E5 X   1 
 E6 X X X 3 
 E7  X  1 
 E8 X  X 2 
 E9 X   1 
 E10 X   1 
 E11 X   1 
 E12 X  X 2 
 E13  X  1 
 E14  X  1 
 E15  X X 2 
 E16  X  1 
 E17   X 1 
 E18   X 1 
 E19   X 1 
 E20   X 1 
 E21   X 1 
 E22   X 1 
 E23   X 1 
Business advisor B1 X   1 
 B2 X   1 
 B3  X X 2 
 B4  X X 2 
 B5  X X 2 
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Participant role Participant code Meeting dates Activity level 
 B6   X 1 
Researcher R1 X X X 3 
 R2 X X X 3 
 R3 X   1 
 R4 X X X 3 
Other (journalist) O1   X 1 
Total number  17 13 20  

3.2 Method development process 
The number of scientific methods has increased and at the same time their boundaries have been blurred. 
Blurring is related to cultural research that has brought looseness to empirical research and interpretations of 
various data (Matikainen 2008). Thus, Feyerabend (1978) and Eskola (2003) emphasize the openness to 
various ways of obtaining data, developing methods and doing research. We approached group reflection with 
an open mind and from a fresh perspective. In line with the ethnographic approach, the analysis was initiated 
inductively without any fixed preconceptions about theoretical frames.  
 
The authors re-read the transcribed group discussions several times. We started the analysis by identifying the 
main topic of the meeting. Then we followed the path of discussion by identifying the consequential topics.  
 
Quite soon, we noticed that the paths could be visualized as symbols such as different kinds of roads. At this 
stage, we found that double stimulation, an analytical tool developed by Vygotsky (1978) appeared to be 
applicable to this context. The tool has previously been applied to learning, management and organizational 
development. The original tool is based on two interrelated stimuli. The task (or learning challenge) acts as the 
first stimulus and solving it is the second stimulus. In the context of the present study, the first stimulus (Step 
1) is the topic of the meeting that the participants reflect individually prior to the meeting based on their 
personal experiences and expectations (see Figure 2). The host entrepreneur has chosen the starting topic and 
the participants are informed of the topic beforehand. Thus, the participants do not necessarily have any 
personal experience related to the topic and they start reflecting it first by themselves prior to the meeting 
and deepen the reflection while discussing in the group. The second stimulus (Step 2) is the reflective group 
discussion where new topics are introduced and the discussion flows from the starting topic onwards 
depending on the group dynamics, preconceptions of the participants, and introduction of new topics. The 
double stimulation tool is based on interaction between the first and second stimulation.  Participant may 
have ideas and images on the topic beforehand. During the discussion and group reflection topics may remain 
unchanged or change; the participant continues invisible dialogue with him/herself and with the group. 
 
The two first steps are regarded as the reflection stage where the reflection path remains invisible (latent) to 
the participants. To progress towards the manifest presentation of group reflection path, we adapted the tool 
to the situated event of this study by adding two further steps: analysis of the group reflection (Step 3) and 
symbolic visualization of the group reflection path (Step 4). In Step 3, the researcher analytically follows the 
discussion and observes whether the discussion proceeds with the starting topic or whether the flow moves to 
other topics, or if the discussion is glued around (a) certain topic(s). The symbolic visualizations of three group 
discussions are presented in the Findings section.  

 

 
Figure 2: Four steps of the group reflection path analysis inspired by Vygotsk’s (1978) double stimulation 
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4. Findings 

4.1 Case 1: Active sales and staff commitment 
First stimulation: Case meeting 1 took place in December 2015. Eleven entrepreneurs, two business advisors 
and four researchers (facilitators) participated in the meeting. The topic chosen by the host entrepreneur was 
“Active sales and staff commitment”. The group had gathered to their first meeting approximately half a year 
earlier, so at least some of the participants had met each other before.  
 
Second stimulation: The meeting was started by introducing the topic of the evening. As can be expected, 
there were two principal topics in the evening; active sales and staff commitment. For the most part, these 
were discussed from the perspective of the host company. Numerous dimensions came up in relation to the 
topic of sales such as sellers, means of making the company known, methods of marketing and ways to 
simplify the sales process. Additionally, the host company has an unconventional company structure, as the 
employees jointly own the company. This was discussed at length, and it was seen as one way to enhance the 
employees’ commitment to the company. Apart from these two topics, a couple of others were briefly 
covered. These include for instance projects from the viewpoint of companies, entrepreneurs’ well-being and 
products of the host company. 
 
Analysis of the group reflection path: The discussion began with the host company presentation and 
proceeded to three major topics. The flow was not straightforward but the path zigzagged between a couple 
of topics several times. Later the discussion returned back to the host company, and at the end of the meeting, 
the discussion flew more freely in a small talk manner.  
 
Symbolic visualization: The form of the discussion in Case 1 is symbolized as “a main road”. There are a limited 
number of minor crossing roads where the discussion from time to time turns but returns back to the main 
road of sales and employee commitment. The width of the road is moderate as crossings to the side roads 
prevents a very deep reflection process. 
 

 
Figure 3: Symbolic presentation of the group reflection path in case 1: Main road 

4.2 Case 2: How to find professional workforce? 
First stimulus: Case 2 took place in January 2016. Seven entrepreneurs, three business advisors and three 
researchers participated in the meeting. Two of the entrepreneurs also participated in case 1. The topic was 
“How to find professional workforce?”  
 
Second stimulus: The discussion was tightly focused on the host company’s needs. Participants tried to solve 
the host company’s problems together. The approach was problem-based and it led to a discussion that 
circulated around the host company. The host company was given many advice and anecdotal examples of 
participants’ personal experiences. 
 
Analysis of the group reflection path: The form of the discussion could be symbolized as urban streets. The 
discussion circulated around the host company during the whole meeting and the discussion never actually 
reached a deeper conversation level. During the discussion, many short openings were made to lead the 
discussion towards a new track but very soon the focus was back on the host company.  
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Symbolic visualization: The symbol of the group reflection is “urban streets”. The discussion rotated several 
times around the same topic and the host company. The reflection paths form a zigzag-like pattern that 
follows the same streets several times and does not really proceed far from the starting point. The streets are 
narrower than in case 1, because the reflection remains rather case-specific.   
 

 
Figure 4: Symbolic presentation of the group reflection path in case 2: Urban streets 

4.3 Case 3: Co-operating with media 
First stimulus: The topic of the group meeting was ´cooperating with media´ (meaning mainly cooperation 
with newspapers and journalists). Besides the host entrepreneur, there were eleven other entrepreneurs, four 
business advisors, three researchers and one journalist. The meeting took time two hours and the location was 
the host entrepreneur´s company.  
 
Second stimulus: Firstly, the conversation spins on company affairs and its media visibility. The company had 
previously been involved in a TV format and the participants wanted to know how the role played on the TV 
had affected the company's business.  The next phase of group discussion can be described like reading a 
yellow press in highway´s service station; the conversation was like small talk with humor overwhelmed. The 
topic of evening was not posted at all. The third and last phase followed a smooth process.  
 
Analysis of the group reflection path: The group had a multidimensional and profound discussion, and it 
proceeded fluently like a process from one topic to another, but they profoundly covered the theme of the 
evening.  
 
Symbolic visualization: The symbol is a highway where the route is straight with very few crossing streets. The 
symbol refers to a long road, giving a relatively fast connection between two places. The road is wide 
symbolizing the depth of reflection. 
 

 
Figure 5: Symbolic presentation of group reflection path in case 3: Highway 

5. Discussion 
Developing a novel research method is challenging and takes time. However, it is justified if the methods 
developed earlier do not provide enough scientific answers to the phenomenon to study. In our case, we 
recognized the need for an analysis tool that could be used to analyze and visualize the process of reflection in 
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group meetings. After the ethnography inspired inductive data-driven analysis phase, the double stimulation 
tool of Vygotsky (1978) felt applicable as the theoretical framework for the development of a novel approach 
to analysis.  
 
The symbolic visualization shows that the group reflection paths in the three case meetings were different. 
Case 3 was quite straightforward and processual from the starting topic towards a deeper reflection 
(“highway”). The majority of the participants were active in the discussion and our impression is that the 
discussion helped entrepreneurs to reflect the topic more thoroughly. On the other hand, cases 1 and 2 were 
more meandering and the conversation zigzagged between the main topic, host company, and other topics. 
 
 The discussion never really proceeded from the starting topic and the host company, but returned or rotated 
around it throughout the meeting. As opposed to the original purpose of the meeting concept, the discussion 
was not raised to a more generalizable level, which the majority of the participants could relate to and use it as 
part their business development. Our impression is that the general depth of reflection remained lower in 
cases 2 and 3 than in the “highway” structured case 1 where the discussion progressed from the starting topic 
towards a deepened reflection. 
 
This study indicates that although the meeting concept and its principles are the same in all meetings, the 
group reflection can be very different in various occasions. As Cheetham & Chivers (1998) point out,  reflection 
is working when individual has ability to reflect his/her thoughts and actions as well as to combine them to the 
context and the surrounding environment (see also Fernandez el al., 2012). For example, in case 3 the meeting 
flows like a planned process and as Kemmis (1985) argues, the social interaction and cultural affiliation play a 
significant role in the group reflection and the sense of community. On the other hand, the two other cases 
straggle and flow back and forth without any clear process. This could partly depend on the first stimulus, 
namely the topic of the meeting. In particular, the starting topic in Case 3 is very limited and clear. Since the 
reflection was visualized as a highway, the participants got further from their preconceptions during the 
discussion. In case 1, the starting topic was a mix of two loosely linked topics. The reflection did not really 
proceed but rotated around the starting topics and other topics back and forth. To summarize the findings, the 
group reflection was richest in case 3 because the discussion was very deep and it offered a way to learn 
(Moon, 2002; Ruohotie, 2002).  If the discussion only circulates around the case company and its operations, 
the group reflection remains vaguer than if the topic is common and recognizable to everyone.  
 
The group in this study is the same but the individuals in each meeting vary. The number of entrepreneurs in 
meetings varied from seven to twelve. Only one entrepreneur participated in all meetings. Our analysis is 
purely based on the transcribed discussions and not on entrepreneurs’ own perceptions so we can only 
speculate about the reasons. In all likelihood, one explanation is the long distances which can be up to almost 
100 km between the meeting locations. Still, the chosen topic is also important. As an individual’s work and 
work-related topics are guided by a person's interests, activity, understanding, and professionalism (Cheetham 
& Chivers, 1998) as well as  opinions and principles (Rampersad, 2004), personal interest towards the starting 
topic is likely to play a role in how engaged entrepreneurs are in each meeting.  
 
In any group, there are interpersonal forces, which influence the members’ actions. The group dynamic 
polarized clearly in the case meetings: in the course of discussions, there were noticeable followings of other 
participants when participants concentrated on a certain topic for a longer time. Although agreeing comments 
dominated the discussions, occasionally some participants even challenged other entrepreneurs’ views.  The 
tendency for conflict processes is a natural feature of a group (Forsyth, 2018). Although the concept of the 
case group can be regarded as a mutually supportive group (Forsyth, 2018), the questions posed to others 
were mainly technical and company-specific and did not relate to emotions or more general views on 
entrepreneurship. It seems that the group was still on the forming stage: the participants did not know each 
other very well and thus the trust had not yet reached a level where they would raise matters that are more 
personal. 

6. Implications 

6.1 Practical implications 
According to Blommaert and Jie (2010), most cultural and social behavior is performed without active 
reflection or awareness; consequently, people cannot necessarily put it in words if being asked about it. The 
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analysis of what, how and why entrepreneurs are talking about creates an understanding of how they 
construct the meaning of entrepreneurship and related factors as part of their culture (Selden & Fletcher, 
2015). We argue that this language-based analysis method is useful in gaining an understanding on how 
entrepreneurs internalize topics related to business. The main finding of this study is that each case meeting 
formed a unique group reflection path. Group facilitators cannot assume that each evening follows a certain 
structure although the concept and principles are the same. Setting the topic starts the individual reflection 
process, but ideally, the reflection is deepened in the group during the discussion. Meeting facilitators should 
be trained beforehand in order to consider this and ensure that all participants are involved in the reflection. 
In addition, from the perspective of group dynamics and trust formation, discussion about other issues than 
strictly the topic of the event can be important in a new group.  

6.2 Research implications 
In ethnographic research, theory is the outcome of theorization of the data. The three cases presented in this 
pilot study are a part of a large database. After analyzing more cases, we will be able to state whether it is 
possible to identify some recurring symbolic representations in the reflection paths or whether they are all 
unique. We will also combine the group reflection paths with more content-focused analysis to investigate 
how entrepreneurs reflect various topics, how microentrepreneurs identify themselves in relation to larger 
companies, and what entrepreneurs perceive as the special characteristics of microenterprises. We are also 
curious to see how group reflection and group dynamics change over time when the participants learn to trust 
each other. 

7. Conclusions 
The process of method development led to the preliminary adoption of the tool in three cases of 
microentrepreneurs’ group discussions. The group reflection visualization method is a useful tool to analyze 
how entrepreneurs reflect selected topics in a regularly meeting peer-to-peer network group. The symbolic 
visualization can later be combined with a more content-focused analysis of how entrepreneurs reflect these 
topics. 
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