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Focus Group Approach

T o Needs Assessment

A focus group interview is a structured group pescesed to obtain detailed information
about a particular topic. It is particularly usefioit exploring attitudes and feelings and to
draw out precise issues that may be unknown toetsearcher.

A focus group is composed of six to nine particisamho are brought together to discuss a
clearly defined topic. Typically, focus groups ammposed of homogeneous people, all
representing a particular segment of the populaiciocus group session should last about
1-1/2 hours with two hours being the absolute maxmime. A group facilitator keeps the
discussion on track by asking a series of opengndestions meant to stimulate discussion.

Advantages

relatively easy to undertake

results can be obtained in a short period of time

social interaction in the group produces freer uagde complex responses

the researcher can probe for clarification anccgajreater detail

responses have high face validity due to the glafithe context and detail of the
discussion
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Disadvantages

requires highly skilled moderator

groups are often difficult to assemble

individual responses are not independent of onéhano

because the group is hand-selected, the resultatdye representative of the general
population
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Stepsin the Focus Group Process
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1. Clearly Define Purpose
The first step is to identify what issues you woliké to understand better, then
formulate some objectives relating to the issuesirobjectives should be as specific
as possible. Fuzzy thinking at this step could n@iaining useful focus group
results difficult.

2. Preparelnterview Questions
Develop a set of questions to provide an overadlation for the discussion. The



guestions should flow from general to specific. Qioms should be open-ended,
simple, unbiased, and focused to the issue at Adpurpose of the questions is to
stimulate discussion. The questions are merelyidedur the discussion.
Undoubtedly the discussion will illicit more quesis and bring up issues that the
facilitator will want to follow-up on.

Identify and Recruit Participants

Identify the types of people who may be able tovjgl® you with the answers you
need. Think about the key population groups that h@ave an interest in the issues
being researched. You want to form several differegparate groups that represent
different viewpoints. The groups can be formed taseseveral different
characteristics: age, income, gender, race, plbae®k, place of residency,
unemployed, single mothers, students, retired, &g etc.

Although the groups should have a common backgroyou should avoid getting
people who know each other in the same group. Ysmuvaant people who will
participate in the discussion and freely share thgnions.

Participants can be sent a letter inviting therpddicipate in the focus group. The
letter should state the purpose of the focus gemggion, who is sponsoring and
conducting the session, and what the results wiliged for. It should be made clear
that individual comments made during the focus graue strictly confidential. They
can return a postcard indicating if they will ormitgparticipate in the focus group. A
telephone call reminding them of the time and plaicthe meeting is helpful.

. Pre-Meeting Preparation

The meeting room should be quiet, comfortable, few from outside distractions.
Participants should all sit around a table so ttaysee each other. The chairs should
be comfortable. Light refreshments can be servéteif do not distract from the
discussion.

. Conducting the Focus Group Interview

The facilitator is the key to the focus group dssian. The facilitator must direct the
discussion without being a part of it. She/he nmaste excellent communication
skills. The facilitator must be able to createlaxed, informal atmosphere where
people feel free to express their opinions. Thditffaior should never express his or
her own opinions or make judgments on the opinafribe participants.

The facilitator should ask a series of open-endesstions from general to specific.
The questions should not get in the way of theigpéants expressing their opinions,
experiences, and suggestions. The facilitator shalldw the discussion to lead in
new directions as long as the topics pertain testhgect of the focus group interview.

All members of the group should be encouraged tocgaate. One person should not
be allowed to dominate the discussion. Some fooosps have participants write
their ideas down without consulting others befasewksion starts. This eliminates
bias and brings out many different viewpoints.

The session should be tape recorded and transafterdhe meeting. Some focus
group interviews are conducted with someone takotgs during the meeting. This
sometimes inhibits the discussion. The facilitat@ay make some brief notes as long
as they do not protrude into the discussion.



6. Analyzing the Data
The focus group will generate a lot of informatidie task is to code and summarize
the data for analysis and discovery.

The tape recording should be transcribed, omitiiegnames of the speakers. Type the
discussion using a computer word processing proghdier the discussion has been
carefully typed, read the transcript looking folkeords and concepts that reoccur.
You'll want to count each instance of a key wordancept. Most word processing
programs have a "search and find" feature thatfindl and count specific words and
phrases.

The next step is to group the key words and phriaseseveral categories. Each
category should have from three to ten key wordshoases. All comments should fit
into at least one category. Some comments may $ewaral key words that fit into
different categories. Key words and phrases shioelldoded for (1) central theme and
(2) general sentiment (positive, negative, neustaggestion).

After the key words and phases have been groupedaategories, the interpretation
step begins. Central themes and issues will em@itgerelative weight of each theme
should be accurately reported.

7. Reporting Findings
It is usually desirable in community developmentkvim make a public presentation
of the findings. Background information should beliided in a written report of the
findings.

Both quantitative and qualitative results shoulddq@orted. Quantitative results are
statistical or numerical in nature - - the numbigp@ople who mentioned X and the
percent of people who think Y. Qualitative resualte representative comments from
focus group participants. Qualitative results aeavivid picture of the participants'
feelings and mood. Comments can usually be diregttted, making sure that the
speaker is not identified. Comments should acclyra¢édlect the views of the focus
group with care taken not to bias the findings witinelated comments.
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