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FOCUS GROUP FRAMEWORK
RATIONALE FOR USING FOCUS GROUPS
Focus groups are an effective method to gauge readiness for implementing systematic change and service improvement. Focus groups are a form of group interview that capitalise on the communication exchanged between participants to generate data. Focus groups are a quick, convenient and economical method of collecting data capturing a wide range of responses from several people simultaneously. The group processes help participants explore & clarify their views in ways that may not be possible in a one to one interview. Instead of asking each person questions in turn, participants are encouraged to talk to one another by: posing questions, exchanging anecdotes & commenting on each others experience & perspectives. 
DESIGNING FOCUS GROUP

Establishing Agenda/ Research Topic
This must begin with an assessment/ survey of what is already known about the topic of interest and what additional information is required. The agenda may be clearly identified in terms of desired outcomes.

Invitation
The groups could be “naturally occurring” (for example, people who work together) or may be drawn together specifically for the research. It is important to be aware of how hierarchy within the group may affect the data.
Invitations to participants should be sent out (letter or email) and have an information sheet enclosed which should include: explanation of the purpose of the group, the importance of their participation and opinions should be emphasized, what their participation will involve, how the information will be used/analysed & how issues of confidentiality will be dealt with, if refreshments are to be served this too should be noted. 
Once individuals have agreed to participate, they should immediately receive a written confirmation (more obligating and provides map/directions to the event) or a phone call.

There are variety of incentives that should be used to encourage participation and commitment – e.g. monetary/ providing meals and a relaxing team building experience/ resolving a specific team issue which will improve their practice in the long run.
Location
The setting should provide privacy for the focus group participants and should be comfortable (extremes of temperature can adversely affect quality of focus group). The location should be easily accessible by respondents and take place within an environment in which the observer can be present without disrupting the group. The setting should be comfortable with refreshments, and participants should be seated in a round circle which will help establish the right atmosphere.
Size

It is best to recruit a few more participants than the number desired as participants often cancel at the last minute/ get ill/ stuck in traffic, etc. Good rule of thumb is to assume at least 2 will not show up.
The typical scope is between 4-8 people (maximum of 12) this will give scope for a large enough range of viewpoints & opinions. Smaller group sessions are felt to provide greater depth of response from each participant and the group is often more cohesive & interactive.  The key factor concerning group size is generally that of group purpose. If the purpose of the group is to generate as many ideas as possible, a larger group may be most beneficial. If the purpose of the groups is to maximise the depth of expression from each respondent, a smaller group works better.
Length

As a rule focus groups should not last longer than 1½ -2 hours however some authors suggest the maximum length could go on half a day.
TOPIC GUIDE
The topic guide is an important aspect of focus group research & if it has been properly thought out & constructed, the research will be substantially more productive. The topic guide serves as a summary statement of the issues & objectives to be covered in the focus group. The topic guide also services as a road map and as a memory aid for the moderator. 
If the focus groups are also used as a means of an intervention, the service managers should be aware of its purpose and benefits at the planning stage (e.g.  Finding out areas where change in practice is required and a how to do it).

Preparation

It takes time to develop a good topic guide. It is very important to understand the context and dynamics of the group and the background of the problem in as much detail as possible. It may be appropriate to get in contact with the service manager at this stage.

It is generally better to outline question areas or issues and then to include special probing questions under each of the key issues. Probing questions are used if the information does not emerge spontaneously. For example “tell me more about that; could you explain that; give me an example of that; how do you fell about that?” The moderator should be very well versed on the subject matter of the group and on the specific objectives of the research. In preparing the topic guide, one should strive to eliminate questions that are “nice to know” not specifically relevant to the research objectives. One should also review the topic guide and eliminate questions that may be more appropriately addressed in a quantitative study eg questions of “how many?” or “how often?”.

Questions that include words like how, why, under what conditions suggest to participants that the mediator is interested in complexity and wants to facilitate discussion.

 The topic guide should not attempt to cover too many issues as the participants will become fatigued and the group will jump from topic to topic in an unnatural manner. Also avoid long, complex, multi part questions.
Some form of pre testing the questions is important to ensure questions are interpreted in the correct way and that they elicit discussion.

Types of questions and their purpose: 

· Main questions – used to focus the discussion on issues directly related to the purpose of the session. Exactly how you are going to ask these questions should be thought out before hand

· Leading questions – useful for carrying discussion toward a deeper meaning (using the groups words and ideas and by asking ‘why’)

· Testing questions/ probes – to test the limits of a concept – feeding concepts back to participants as though you have misunderstood

· Steering questions – to nudge the group back to the main research questions
· Obtuse questions – to facilitate discussion of uncomfortable matters, by allowing the group to discuss other people reactions in such matters, rather than their own (‘why do you suppose someone would feel this way’)

· Factual questions – for neutralizing emotionally charged groups, they have a factual answer permitting the groups to answer without personal risk

· Feel questions – to get personal feelings, the most dangerous and fertile types of questions

· Anonymous questions – to get a group talking and comfortable with each other, or refocused on a key question (e.g. ‘ please take an index card and write down the single idea that comes to mind regarding this issue’)

· Silence – allows those a little slower or uncertain to formulate ideas.

Pre group preparation of the moderator is a critical factor in the success of a focus group. An important aspect of this is learning how to deal with focus groups of different sizes, dealing with premature stagnation of participation by renewing interest and enthusiasm and handling new/ unexpected information by adapting the focus groups questions. Hence it is important to be aware of those questions where interest may lag or when discussion may become very intense.

Flow

At the beginning the mediator should explain that the aim of the groups is to encourage people to talk to each other, rather than address themselves to her.

The sequence of the topics in the topic guide generally moves from the general to the specific, There are several reasons for this: it makes the flow of the focus group more natural; it allows the analyst to have a framework for the comments that are made in the group; it allows for key issues to emerge naturally. In addition, more urgent and important questions should be placed early whereas those of a lesser significance should be placed near the end. 

Topics in the topic guide should be ordered in such a way that respondents are not put in irreversible situations or at verbal “dead ends.” It is important to prepare transition approaches to use when moving to a new topic.
RUNNING THE GROUPS

Role of facilitator

The facilitator has the task of leading the focus group. It is important that the facilitator interacts informally with the participants before & after the session. The facilitator should demonstrate empathy & respect towards the participants, listen attentively & refrain from giving personal opinions. Introducing the topics for discussion; keeping the group on time & focussed; encouraging participation and ensuring all key issues are addressed & ensure all information captured accurately reflects what the participants said.  
Stewart (2007) noted that the mediator should demonstrate that: she is genuinely interested in hearing the participants’ thoughts and feelings; is expressive of her own feelings, is animated and spontaneous, has a sense of humour, is empathetic and admits her own biases, is insightful about people, expresses her thoughts clearly and is flexible (i.e. responding quickly and taking new unpredicted directions, facing last minute necessary changes).

1) Introduction & logistics
This involves welcoming the attendees & introducing the topics for discussion

The mediator must create an atmosphere of trust and openness at the very beginning. Reassurances of anonymity, of the value of all opinions, regardless of how different and unusual, and of empathy for the respondents are very important. An ice breaker exercise is important.

For example “Good morning & welcome to our session. Thanks for taking the time to join us to talk about the service you are providing. My name is ... and assisting me is .... We’re both from the University of Nottingham. We want to know.... We are having discussions like this with several groups around the country (in the East Midlands area?). 

You were invited because of your role in the service...

There are no wrong answers but rather differing points of view. Please feel free to share your point of view even if it differs from what others have said. Keep in mind that we’re just as interested in negative comments as positive comments. 
You’ve probably noticed the microphone. We’re tape recording the session because we don’t want to miss any of your comments. People often say very helpful things in these discussions and we can’t write fast enough to get them down. We will be on a first name basis, and we won’t issue any names in our reports. You may be assured of complete confidentiality.”
“Before we begin our discussion it will be helpful for us to get acquainted with another...”

2) Statement of the issue/concern/problem and why people are gathered
“The objective of this focus group is...”

3) Questions that guide the conversations

Questions/Conversation

The facilitator may take a back seat at first, allowing for a type of ‘structural eavesdropping’ approach, but later on in the session, the facilitator may adopt a more interventionist style urging debate and encouraging the group to discuss the inconsistencies both between participants and within their own thinking. Disagreements within groups can be used to encourage participants to elucidate their point of view and to clarify why they think as they do.
The mediator may also use a range of group exercises – e.g. presenting the group with a series of statements on large cards. The participants are asked to collectively sort these cards into different piles depending on, for instance, their degree of agreement/ disagreement with the importance they assign to a particular aspect of service/ procedure.

The mediator may also use such exercises as a way of checking their own statements generated during the discussion.

Finally, it is beneficial to present participants with a brief questionnaire, or the opportunity to speak to the moderator privately, giving everyone a chance to record private comments after the groups discussion

4) Conclusions & restatement about how the focus group notes will be used

“Thank you very much for sharing your experiences and thoughts about this very important topic. As you can see, we have written down notes and will be transcribing them and writing a report that will capture the information from this group to help implement change...”

It may also be appropriate to facilitate a consensus between members as to what actions need to be taken to make improvements in the way that the group is working together to reach their goals. This activity should support service managers working towards the implementation of the new agreed procedure.
5) Closing

The facilitator is to gratefully acknowledge the contributions of the participants and to debrief the team. It may be appropriate at this time to open a discussion about the strength of attitudes expressed, or the degree to which some feeling that emerged is present among group members. It may also be appropriate to point out key differences that occurred between group members (“Some of you felt that, but others feel differently”) and to clarify these distinctions. Additionally, closure may be a good time to point out any remaining inconsistencies in respondent states and to seek clarification. The purpose of this stage of the group is to assist the facilitator, the observer and the respondents in understanding what has occurred during this group. It permits an opportunity for respondents to alter or clarify their positions or to add remaining thoughts they may have on the subject matter. It allows the facilitator to test his/her conclusions & hypotheses for accuracy and appropriateness. 
The facilitator must inform the participants they are entitled to a copy of the research findings once complete.

6) Focus group as an intervention

When a focus group activity is used as part of an intervention to tackle specific issues within a service, assessment should be taken before and after the focus group to show the level of impact created.
RECORDING OF INFORMATION
Ideally the group discussions should be audio recorded & transcribed verbatim. Participants must give their consent to this and they must know how the data will be stored and when destroyed. If this is not possible, then it is important that careful notes are taken and it may be useful to involve the group in drawing up key issues on a flip chart. When taking notes, check back with the participants for accuracy. It is helpful to have someone there whose sole responsibility to record the meeting & people’s views.
ANALYSIS
It is important to read & re-read transcripts to ensure they accurately reflect the spoken words of participants. Findings should then be coded according to key areas of interest these generally align with the topic guide. In coding the script, it is worth using special categories for certain types of narrative, such as jokes and anecdotes and types of interaction such as questions, deferring to the opinions of others & censorship. 
Identify the different positions/dimensions that emerged regarding each topic area. Sum up each of the different positions and assess the strength of each or the degree to which each position was held by the group members. Draw out and synthesize any themes or patterns that emerged, support with verbatim phrases.

Analyzing focus groups is similar to analyzing other qualitative self report data in that the researchers will draw and compare themes. It is important to distinguish between individual opinions expressed and the actual group consensus. Attention must be given to minority opinions and examples that do not fit with the researcher’s overall theory.

When analyzing the focus group data we must pay particular attention to… 

WORDS: actual words used by participants and their meanings; a variety of words & phrases will be used & the analyst will need to determine the degree of similarity between these responses). 

CONTEXT : participant responses were triggered by a stimulus – a question asked by the moderator or a comment from another participant. Examine the context by finding the triggering stimulus and then interpret the comment in light of that environment. 

INTERNAL CONSISTENCY : participants in focus groups change and sometimes even reverse their positions after interaction with others. When there is a shift in opinion, the researcher typically traces the flow of the conversation to determine clues that might explain the change. 

FREQUENCY OR EXTENSIVENESS: some topics are discussed more by participants (extensiveness) and also some comments are made more often (frequency) than others. These topics could be more important or of special interest to participants.

INTENSITY: occasionally participants talk about a topic with a special intensity or depth of feeling. Sometimes the participants will use words that connote intensity or tell you directly about their strength of feeling. Intensity may be difficult to spot with transcripts alone because intensity is also communicated by the voice tone, speed, and emphasis on certain words. 

SPECIFICITY: Responses that are specific and based on experiences should be given more weight than responses that are vague and impersonal. Greater attention is often placed on responses that are in the first person as opposed to hypothetical third person answers. 

FINDING BIG IDEAS: one of the traps of analysis is not seeing the big ideas. Step back from the discussions allowing an extra day for big ideas to percolate. For example, after finishing the analysis the researcher might set the report aside for a brief period and then jot down three of four of the most important findings. 
STRUCTURE OF REPORT
The final focus group report will generally follow logically from project planning and the analytic plan. The report will generally consist of the following sections:

· Executive Summary

· Background

· Objectives

· Methodology

· Disclaimer (explains the limitations of qualitative research and cautions against projective results)

· Findings

· Conclusions and Recommendations

· Appendix

· Moderator’s Topic Guide

· Any self-administered questionnaires

· Stimulus materials

Focus Group Framework, written by Christine Cobley and Iskra Potgieter, CLAHRC-NDL. 
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