


A Guide for Conducting Focus Groups


Focus groups can be an excellent alternative to (or addition to) surveys and other types of quantitative research.  In a focus group, 8-12 people with selected characteristics come together for an in-depth discussion of their opinions, behaviors, motivations, and decision criteria in a non-threatening environment.  There are many situations where focus groups are the most effective means to obtaining needed information.








Focus groups offer:


An unstructured research environment


An opportunity for follow-up questioning and probing


An opportunity to create a group dynamic


A relatively fast and inexpensive source of information


Focus groups are used to:


Obtain in-depth information on how customers view your service


Understand what factors people consider when making a decision


Gather early response and input for new programs or services


Generate new ideas and creative concepts


Diagnose potential problems with new programs or services


Focus groups are characterized by:


Predetermined discussion topics


8-12 participants at a time with unlimited number of groups


Selected to represent a cross section of the community


Open-ended flow of ideas


1 – 2 hours per group


Pro’s


Group setting prompts increased synergy and candor in participants


Participants like being asked to participate


Allows for probing that is not possible with written surveys


Can be used to confirm and/or interpret results of previous data


Relatively low in cost	





Con’s


Less control in a group interview


It may be difficult to obtain groups representing all segments of the population


Discussion must be conducted in the proper environment


Data may be difficult to analyze; must interpret comments in context








  Environment


Comfortable, relaxed, non-threatening setting that is free from interruption or distraction


Refreshments and restrooms within easy access


Participants seated around a (single) large table


Opening


Thank participants for attending


Explain the circumstances and importance of why these sessions are being conducted


Introductions


Facilitator—Name, background, and role: To introduce topics for discussion, listen, and take notes.


Participants—Name, background, and role:  To freely discuss thoughts and opinions about the topic, and how important it is that each person participates.


Ground rules: promote freedom of expression, reduce fear of criticism or retribution, and ensure that adequate time will be available to discuss each item.


Session


Facilitator introduces topic or question, takes notes, maintains ground rules, and ensures that all participants have the opportunity to share their opinions


Facilitator must exercise caution about intimidating participants or biasing responses


Facilitator should summarize opinions at conclusion of each topic, and recognize that consensus on a topic is not expected


Conclusion


Thank participants for contributing in the project


Ask participants if they would have any recommendations to improve the quality of future focus group sessions


Take a few minutes after participants leave to review your notes to ensure that they reflect the essence of the discussions
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