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Focus Groups 


What are focus groups?

Focus groups typically consist of four to twelve participants who are encouraged to explore ideas and insights about a specific topic presented to them by a researcher. In contrast to the survey, where the interviewer takes the lead, focus groups allow greater scope for respondents to consider and reflect upon issues that they consider important. Focus groups are a good way to explore participants’ opinions, experiences, concerns, needs and desires about programs, services or products.  They are therefore very useful in conducting evaluations.

The focus group technique arose out of concerns with traditional survey questionnaires that typically consist of predetermined questions and closed-ended responses.
 Responses are therefore limited to the choices set by the researcher. An important weakness of traditional questionnaires is that they are based on assumptions that may not reflect the reality of the situation under study.

The focus group technique is popular with social researchers, and it is a key tool for the market researcher. A key benefit of using focus groups is that a large amount of information can be gathered in a short period of time.

Uses of the focus group

Focus groups can be used to gather information before, during and after the provision of a program, service or product.

· Focus groups conducted before a program can be used to design effective questionnaires, to assess needs, and to test responses to new ideas or products.

· Focus groups conducted while a program or service is already underway, can be used to determine service or program users’ satisfaction, and to recruit new members or clients to organisations or programs.

· Focus groups conducted at the completion of a program or event can provide an assessment of what worked well and what did not work so well.

Recruiting the focus group

The size, number and structure of focus groups depends on the nature of the research question, the kinds of people you wish to include and the availability of time and other resources. Although the focus group technique is flexible enough to accommodate a considerable range of approaches, a number of procedures are commonly used by most focus group researchers. 

Focus group participants are usually selected on the basis of their similarity. If, for example, a focus group is conducted to evaluate the use of an Internet site intended for the business community, then participation would be restricted to members of that community. The business community could further be segmented on the basis of the kinds of businesses that might use the site. Retailers could attend one group, while tourist operators could attend another. Other characteristics used to segment participants include age, education level, occupation, gender, and family structure.

Focus groups are usually conducted with people who are not acquainted with each other, because this generates a different group dynamic compared to focus groups conducted with people who know each other. Strangers tend to be less inhibited in revealing their opinions. Sometimes it is impossible to avoid recruiting acquaintances and the researcher needs to consider whether the focus group will encourage open and unrestricted discussion. Where this is a concern, focus group may be combined with other techniques such as a questionnaire, face-to-face interviews, or with telephone follow-up.

You also need to consider the number of focus group that should be conducted. Many researchers will continue to conduct focus groups until little new information is obtained. This may occur after the third or fourth focus group, depending upon the different kinds of people participating in the focus groups.

Preparing the focus group

The preparations for a focus group include:

· Organising a venue;

· Recruiting participants; and

· Preparation of the facilitator’s (or moderator’s) guide.

A focus group usually last for one or two hours, and needs to take place in an appropriate venue where you are unlikely to be disturbed. If you intend to record the focus group you need to ensure that the venue has the capacity for audio-visual aids. And you should also consider the provision of refreshments or snacks.

Once you have determined the date, time and place for the focus group, you need to invite the participants. The most successful method to recruit participants is to write personal invitations followed up with telephone contact.  In some cases participants are offered a cash incentive.

The preparation of the facilitator’s guide helps with the conduct of the focus group. Focus groups are more or less structured depending on the purpose of the research.

The less structured approach is useful to explore issues about which little is known. These can give rise to lively discussions that require little guidance from the facilitator, apart from ensuring that everyone has the opportunity to have their say. A disadvantage of the less structured approach is that results can be difficult to compare with those of other groups.

A more structured approach is preferred when comparing the results of different focus groups. In this case the facilitator will have a fairly good idea about the kinds of questions to which answers are sought, and use a standardised question guide to ensure all areas of interest are covered in the discussion. The higher level of facilitator involvement ensures that the discussion is focussed on the topic of interest. The disadvantage of this approach is that the discussion is limited to a narrow set of questions that may be of little concern to participants.

Many facilitators combine the two approaches and start a focus group with an open, less structured approach that permits free discussion. They then progress towards a more structured discussion of specific questions. This ‘funnel’ or ‘convergent’ approach encourages participants to give their own perspectives and addresses the researcher’s specific interests.

Bob Dick (1993) identifies three kinds of questions used in a focus group:

· Contextual questions -- open-ended, and usually asked early in the discussion.

· Key questions -- closed-ended, and more focused upon the topics of interest. These questions elicit the most important information, so more time has to be allowed for them.

· Probe questions -- used to obtain additional information about a topic.

The facilitator’s guide outlines the key questions of interest. Remember, this is a guide only, so you do not have to stick too rigidly to the order of the questions. Sometimes the focus group will discuss the topic of interest without your prompts.

Some focus groups start with participants recording their thoughts on paper about the topic under consideration. This helps to:

· Establish a group dynamic.

· Allow participants to ‘warm up’.

· Ensure a wide range of views are put on the agenda.

· Ensure input from all the participants.

You may also want to include some group exercises and ‘stimulus’ material. The use a white-board, or butcher paper can assist with recording thoughts and ideas brought up in the focus group. If you are looking for responses to a product or object, you should have these items available during the focus group. For example, if you are looking for responses to the appearance of a web page, you could present a projected image of the page to the focus group for comment. On the other hand, if you want to assess if users can operate interactive software, then it may be preferable to book a room with computer access, so that focus group participants can discuss their hands-on experience.

Facilitating the focus group
Bob Dick (1993) provides a good step-by-step description of the conduct of a focus group:

· Introduce yourself and explain your role as facilitator.

· Explain the purpose of the focus group, the intentions of your organisation or company, and the people that will have access to the data.

· Provide a brief overview of the focus group process.

· Briefly explain what will be done with the information, how it will be analysed and what it will be used for.

· Explain that the views of the participants are treated with confidentiality, and that their identities will not be revealed to anyone else.

· Ask participants to introduce themselves.

You may want to give participants a few minutes to talk to each other, so that they become familiar with each other. Your discussion should then commence with the questions of interest.  The steps are as follows:

· Explain that you are interested in the range of opinions that the participants have, and that you are interested in all points of view.

· Introduce the issue and ask your first contextual question. Encourage participants to take notes and give them a few minutes to think about the issue.

· Announce that everyone will be given a chance to speak and that they will also be given the opportunity to ask for clarification before open discussion proceeds.

· Ask each person to offer two or three sentences about the issue and allow a few minutes for clarification. Do not allow the group to enter into a debate. The purpose is to elicit points of view, not to reach agreement.

· The facilitator then encourages discussion about the variety of views and opinions, making sure that participants do not enter into debate and that they do not dwell too long on side issues.

· Once the topic has been exhausted participants are asked to summarise the main ideas that emerged from the discussion, which is recorded on butchers paper, or the whiteboard.

The same process is repeated for contextual, key and probe questions: ask the question; allow participants time to think; encourage each person to give an individual response; open the discussion; and capture the summary and interpretation on butchers paper.

Conclude the discussion with a summary statement of the issues discussed and thank the participants for their input. Pay the participants their incentive (if appropriate) and offer to send them copies of any reports that arise from the research.

Analysing focus group data

Focus groups can generate a large amount of information that requires analysis.  As a starting point it is a good idea to have another look at the purpose of research. You should then gather all the materials used during the focus group, including the facilitator’s guide, the butchers paper with summary comments, tape recordings, additional questionnaires, notes, etc. Tape-recordings are usually transcribed, but this is not always necessary. It may be enough to ‘log’ the tape, noting the tape counter numbers against key sections of the discussion. Examine all the material to obtain a general sense of the discussions, and then write a brief summary. 

Then proceed to identify the main themes, taking into account the variety of words and phrases used, and the extent to which these are similar or different. Also consider the context of the discussion. For example, a lively conversation might have been triggered by a stimulus, such as a particular question from the facilitator, or the viewing of an object. Sometimes participants may change their mind about an issue during the focus group and this should also be noted. Consider including quotes that refer to specific and personal experiences, rather than vague and impersonal statements.

Finally, consider how you will present the analysis. Focus group reports may be an oral or written account that highlights the key findings, summarises participants’ comments or observations, or provide a detailed analysis.
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� Closed-ended questions usually deliver a ‘yes/no’ response. Open-ended questions usually start with ‘who’, ‘what’, ‘why’, ‘when’, ‘where’, and ‘how’. 
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