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Conducting Focus Groups
What is a Focus Group?

A focus group can be defined as a group of interacting individuals who have a common interest or characteristic, brought together by a facilitator, who uses the group and its interaction as a way to gain information about a specific, focused issue.  Focus groups are a powerful means to evaluate services or to test new ideas.  A focus group is typically 6-10 people who are selected because they have certain qualities or characteristics in common that relate to the topic of the focus group.  The facilitator must create a comfortable, inviting environment that encourages different perceptions and points of view, without pressuring participants to vote, plan or reach consensus.  The facilitator must make sure that all participants feel free to express themselves openly and honestly.  After the group discussion, careful content analysis of the discussions provides insights provided by the group.
What Focus Groups Can Tell You:

· How groups of people think or feel
· Why certain opinions are held

· Help improve the planning and design of a new program
· Evaluate existing programs

· Develop strategies for outreach

What Focus Groups Cannot Tell You:
· Information about individual people
· Information that you can apply generally to other groups of people

· Generalizing findings from focus groups to other groups of people

Advantages of Focus Groups:

· People naturally interact and are influenced by others

· Can obtain data from children or people who are not particularly literate

· Groups can be assembled rather quickly and on short notice 

· Easy to conduct and require less preparation than other forms of research

· Researcher can interact directly with respondents

· Researcher can gain information from non-verbal responses

· Data uses respondents’ own words rather than pre-written surveys

· Very flexible, can be used with wide range of topics

· Results are easy to understand and more accessible to audiences or decision-makers than more complex statistical analyses of survey research data.

Disadvantages of Focus Groups:

· Have less control over the group, less able to control the information that is produced by the group – it is entirely dependent on the makeup of the group.
· Data is dependent on the makeup of the group.

· Small number within the group (convenience sampling) limits the ability to generalize to a larger population.

· Requires a trained facilitator who can control group dynamics who does not bias the group by providing clues about the types of responses the facilitator is looking for.

· Results may be biased by the presence of a very strong and opinionated person within the group who causes other persons to be hesitant to talk.  Again, the facilitator needs to be well-trained to deal with persons who “take over” the focus group and begin to control the conversation.

Preparation for the Focus Group:
· Identify the major objective of the meeting.  Carefully consider the types of information that will be of importance.  Who wants the information?
· Choose a setting with little distraction.  Avoid loud lights or noises, ensure the interviewees are comfortable.  Order food and drinks for the interview depending on the time of the day.
· Prepare and agenda and allow the Project Directors to review the agenda.

· Determine whom to invite to the meeting.  Prepare a list of names and telephone numbers.  About three weeks before the meeting, begin calling prospective invitees and invite them to the meeting.  We determined that our prospective invitees would be coal mining companies in the Gillette and Sheridan area who would benefit from the Mining Technology Program.
· Send the participants a follow-up invitation with a proposed agenda, session time, and any materials that will assist in helping them to prepare for the focus group at least 5 days prior to the meeting.

· Address terms of confidentiality if there are any.

· About two to three days before the focus group, call or email participants to remind them to attend.

Developing Questions:

· Develop five to six questions.  Sessions should last 1 – 1.5 hours.
· Always first ask yourself what problem or need will be addressed by the information gathered during the session.  During our focus groups, we were determining what curriculum was needed for the new Mining Technology program and what was the best method of delivery for the courses.
· Questions should be open-ended rather than yes or no questions.  An appropriate question would be, “What is the best way to deliver the course material to your employees?”

Planning the Session:

· Plan to record the session or to have a team approach with co-facilitators so one person can facilitate while the other is taking notes.
· Have an agenda:  Welcome, review agenda, review goals of meeting, review ground rules, introductions, questions and answers, wrap up.

· Have ground rules for the meeting – consider the following five ground rules: 1) keep focused, 2) maintain momentum, 3) make sure that everyone participates, 4) no sidebar conversations, and 5) get closure on questions.

· Membership on the Focus Group – Focus groups are typically 6-10 members who are similar in nature, e.g., similar age group, status in a program, etc.  Select members who are likely to be participative and reflective.  Attempt to select members who don’t know each other.
Facilitating the Session:

· The major goal of the facilitation is collecting useful information to meet the goal of the meeting.
· Introduce yourself and any co-facilitators if used.

· Review your agenda and explain any ground rules and how you plan on recording the focus group.

· Carefully introduce the question and allow the group a few minutes for each member to respond to the question.  Facilitate the responses and make sure that the recorder is accurately reflecting what the group is saying.

· Ensure even participation.  Make sure to deal with domineering participants using facilitation skills.

· Closing the session.  Report out to the group how and when the participants will receive a copy of the report.  Thank them for their participation.  Wrap up with any closing thoughts or if there will be any follow up sessions that they will be invited to.

Analysis and Reporting:

· Make any notes on your written notes.
· Write down any observations made during your session.

· Transcribe your notes as soon as possible.

· Interpret meaning of the data

“This product was funded by a grant awarded under the President’s High Growth Job Training Initiative as implemented by the U.S. Department of Labor’s Employment & Training Administration. The information contained in this product was created by a grantee organization and does not necessarily reflect the official position of the U.S. Department of Labor. All references to non-governmental companies or organizations, their services, products or resources are offered for informational purposes and should not be construed as an endorsement by the Department of Labor. This product is copyrighted by the institution that created it and is intended for individual organizational, non-commercial use only.”

Conducting Focus Groups
Page 3

