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What is a Focus Group?
“A focus group is a data collection procedure in the form of a carefully planned group discussion among about ten people plus a moderator and observer, in order to obtain diverse ideas and perceptions on a topic of interest in a relaxed, permissive environment that fosters the expression of different points of view, with no pressure for consensus.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  OMNI. (2013). Focus groups training guide. Rowan University. Retrieved from: http://www.rowan.edu/colleges/chss/facultystaff/focusgrouptoolkit.pdf] 

Selecting Participants:
Participant inclusion/exclusion criteria should be established upfront and based on the purpose of the study. For this focus group we want parents/grandparents/guardian/caretakers of young children pre-birth to age 8. We will want both men and women participants.  All ages are included as long as they are a parent/caretaker of a child pre-birth to age 8. Use the criteria as a basis to screen all potential applicants.
Environment:
Organize the times, locations and people involved for all the groups you have scheduled. Arrange for a comfortable room with restroom access in a convenient location with ample parking. For this group, we may want to consider proximity to a bus line. Arrange for snacks and beverages.
Reduce barriers to attending when possible by offering:
· Evening or weekend groups for those who work during the day
· Transportation or cab fare
· Child care services
· Interpreter services
· A familiar public setting
· Accessible safe environment
Once a group of viable recruits has been established, call each one to confirm interest and availability. Give them times and locations of the focus groups and secure verbal confirmation. Tell them you will mail (or email) them a written confirmation and call to remind them two days before the scheduled group.
Conducting the Focus Group:
· Ideally, the focus group is conducted by a team consisting of a moderator and assistant moderator. The moderator facilitates the discussion; the assistant takes notes and runs the tape recorder.
· Allot 1 to 2 hours per focus group for about 8-12 participants.
· Role of the moderator is to facilitate discussion not lead it.
· Allow 10-20 minutes for each discussion topic/question. Announce to participants when only 5 minutes remain to allow time for everyone to contribute their thoughts.
· Use your judgment to determine if the topic is providing valuable data and adjust the amount of time spent on each question to do so.
· Encourage each participant to speak equally and call on participants that are not contributing as much to the discussion. Suggest participants to speak up when they have difference of opinion rather than agreeing with everyone else’s opinions.
Data Analysis and Collection:
· Ideally, focus group discussions will be recorded using both tape recording equipment, and the hand-written notes of a note taker.
· Once the focus groups have concluded, organizers should begin to compile the feedback, establish a timeline, and write the final report. It is important to develop an outline of this information to ensure that everything is accurate and non-duplicative.
· The facilitator should review the session with another person immediately after to capture first impression and summarize the meeting. Transcribe the notes that were taken and write a summary. Next analyze the summary by reading all of the focus group summaries in one sitting. Look for trends or comments that seem to appear repeatedly in the data and surprises or unexpected comments that are worth noting. Keep in mind the context and tone of certain things that were said. If a comment seemed to be phrased negatively, elicited emotional responses, or triggered many other comments, that would be worth noting in the analysis.

6 key things to look for when analyzing focus group data:
· 1. What common themes emerge in responses about specific topics? How do these patterns (or lack thereof) help to illuminate the broader central question(s)? 
· 2. Are there deviations from these patterns? If so, are there any factors that might explain these deviations? 
· 3. How are participants' environments or past experiences related to their behavior and attitudes? 
· 4. What interesting stories emerge from the responses? How do they help illuminate the central question(s)? 
· 5. Do any of these patterns suggest that additional data may be needed? Do any of the central questions need to be revised? 
· 6. Are the patterns that emerge similar to the findings of other studies on the same topic? If not, what might explain these discrepancies?
· Next write a final report that includes all the information about the background and the purpose of the group, details of the sessions, results, and conclusions.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  The Children’s Aid Society. (2014). Understanding focus groups: :earning the basics. New York City Prevention Resource Center. Retrieved from: http://www.childrensaidsociety.org/files/upload-docs/What%20is%20a%20Focus%20Group.pdf] 


MODERATOR GUIDE
· Introduce yourself and thank participants for agreeing to come.
· Thank you for volunteering your time and coming this morning. I am {NAME} – I work for {DEPARTMENT}. I’ll be moderating our discussion today.
· Explain group guidelines and tell how long the focus group will last.
· We have the discussion scheduled for one hour today. During the group we want to get your input on how to engage families in participating and using our services.
· Again, I am here just to facilitate the session today. You won’t hurt my feelings or make me feel good with whatever opinions you might give. We are interested in hearing your point of view even if it is different from what others have expressed.
· I’m going to make every effort to keep the discussion focused and within our time frame. If too much time is being spent on one question or topic, I may move the conversation along so we can cover all of the questions.
· Address confidentiality
· We will be audio-taping the discussion because we don’t want to miss any comments. But, we will only be using first names today and there will not be any names attached to the comments on the final report. You may be assured complete confidentiality.
Many different organizations use focus groups to conduct qualitative research to help tabulate evidence to address individual goals of a study. Some well-known groups who use this approach include:
· Robert Wood Johnson Foundation
· Duke University
· U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
· Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
Ground rules for the group:
At the beginning of a focus group, it is helpful to let everyone know about some ways to make the group proceed smoothly and respectfully for all participants. The following are some recommended guidelines or “ground rules” that help establish the group norms:
· Only one person talks at a time.
· Confidentiality is assured. “What is shared in the room stays in the room.”
· It is important for us to hear everyone’s ideas and opinions. There is no right or wrong answers to questions – just ideas, experiences and opinions, which are all valuable.
· It is important for us to hear all sides of an issue – both the positive and the negative.
· It is important for women’s and men’s ideas to be equally represented and respected.
These ground rules may be presented to the group, and displayed throughout the discussion. It is important to ask participants if they have anything to add to the list.
Participant introduction:
· On that note, please introduce yourselves – first names are fine. Let’s just go around the table.
Focus group questions:
(Insert Jacqui’s revised questions)
Concluding the focus group:
“Thank you for participating in the focus group today. We greatly appreciate your time; the information you have provided us will inform final recommendations for communicating and delivering educational material which will be used to help identify barriers to engaging families in our services and increasing family and community participation in early learning and development programs.”
“Thank you again for your participation and involvement in this project.”
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