TESC MPA Program ATPS   Fall 2009
Quick Guide to Focus Groups

A focus group is more than just a bull session.  It is a conversation with people representing a particular group, in a controlled environment designed to encourage them to self-disclose their feelings, perceptions, and ideas about an important topic. Initially designed for marketing, these interviews are now used very effectively for a variety of social science purposes:

· While planning a research study, to generate ideas and theory

· After a study, to gain insights into the meaning of the results

· Pilot testing proposals/ideas/products
· When there is a need to understand people’s opinions, behavior, ideas, feelings
Preparing for the Focus Group Interview

1. Identify the major objective of the interview.  Think carefully about the group(s) you want to be able to report about to your clients; about how many focus groups are needed for “saturation” so that you come close to understanding the range of opinions out there. (Notice: concern with validity and reliability are still present even in this limited setting).
2. Carefully develop five to six questions. 
3. Plan your session. Prepare a written plan that includes goals, target group, a careful description of the project, how you’ll recruit participants, questions, incentives, location, budget, timeline, etc. 
4. Call or write potential members to invite them to the meeting; if possible, work with preformed groups.  Aim for 6-10 participants. 

5. About three days before the session, call the interviewees or the group contact to remind them of the event.

Developing Questions 

1. Develop five to six questions—the most that can be discussed in 60-90 minutes.
2. Always first ask yourself what problem or need will be addressed by the information gathered during the session, e.g., examine if a new service or idea will work, further understand how a program is failing, etc. 
3. FG questions are open-ended, usually short and clear.  Pretest them; order them so that you start with “softballs” and move to more challenging and specific questions closer to the end. 
3. Focus groups are basically group interviews. Many of the same guidelines for conducting focus groups are similar to conducting interviews.

Planning the Session 

1. Scheduling - Plan meetings to be one to 1.5 hours long. Over lunch; early evening

2. Setting and Refreshments - Hold sessions in a conference room, or other setting with adequate air flow and lighting. Configure chairs so that all members can see each other. Provide name tags for members, as well. Provide refreshments, box lunches if needed. 

3. Ground Rules - It's critical that all members participate as much as possible, yet the session move along while generating useful information. Consider the following ground rules: a) keep focused, b) maintain momentum and c) get closure on questions. Participants should be told: 

· Only one person talking at a time

· Participants should speak loudly to be heard and recorded

· Rules on food and drink

· Rules on beepers and cell phones

4. Agenda - Consider the following agenda: welcome, review of agenda, review of goal of the meeting, review of ground rules, introductions, questions and answers, wrap up.

5. Membership - Focus groups are usually conducted with 6-10 members who have some similar nature, e.g., similar age group, status in a program, etc. Select members who are likely to be participative and reflective. It’s often best if they don't know each other.

6. Plan to record the session with either an audio or audio-video recorder. Don't count on your memory. If this isn't practical, involve a co-facilitator who is there to take notes.

Facilitating the Session

1. Major goal of facilitation is collecting useful information to meet goal of meeting. Moderator must spend the time needed to prepare properly
2. Introduce yourself and the co-facilitator, if used.  Introduce the group members, use first names.  Discuss informed consent. 
3. Explain the means to record the session.
4. Carry out the agenda - (See "agenda" above). 
5. Carefully word each question before that question is addressed by the group. Allow the group a few minutes for each member to carefully record their answers. Then, facilitate discussion around the answers to each question, one at a time.
6. After each question is answered, carefully reflect back a summary of what you heard (the note taker may do this).
7. Ensure even participation. If one or two people are dominating the meeting, then call on others. Consider using a round- table approach, including going in one direction around the table, giving each person a minute to answer the question. If the domination persists, note it to the group and ask for ideas about how the participation can be increased. 
8. Closing the session - Tell members that they will receive a copy of the report generated from their answers, thank them for coming, and adjourn the meeting.

Immediately After Session

1. Verify if the tape recorder, if used, worked throughout the session.
2. Make any notes on your written notes, e.g., to clarify any scratching, ensure pages are numbered, fill out any notes that don't make senses, eta.
3. Write down any observations made during the session. For example, where did the session occur and when, what was the nature of participation in the group? Were there any surprises during the session? Did the tape recorder break?

Analyze the Data

1. Make a complete transcript, or at least clarify notes taken so they represent the conversation as completely as possible and include the range of opinions expressed and arresting quotes
2.  Analyze the transcript as you would any other piece of qualitative data; always keep in mind the intent of the study, why you are gathering these particular data. 
3.  Identify important recurring themes; arresting comments and images. Do frequency counts on interesting observations. 

4. Write up your conclusions. 

Adapted from: http://www.managementhelp.org/evaluatn/focusgrp.htm
Practices to avoid:

*  Groups that are too large

*  Allowing someone to dominate; particularly the leader of a preformed group.

*  Making the interview rigid.  Let it flow in interesting directions, but retain focus. 

*  Asking too many questions.

*  Moderator too intrusive or too laissez faire. 

*  Not asking enough followup questions. 
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