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How to Conduct Focus Groups
While much of the discussion regarding evaluation focuses on quantitative evaluation, it is not the only method for evaluating programs.  Quantitative evaluation includes compiling numbers, data analysis, and coming to statistical conclusions.  Many times, this is only part of the story.
Qualitative evaluation is another form of evaluation that can be used in your health centers.  Often the most useful form of qualitative evaluation is focus groups.  Focus groups are not as cut and dry and rule-oriented as quantitative methods, but can be used in conjunction with or as a substitute for quantitative methods.  The results of qualitative evaluation can be used to provide context to the quantitative results, and/or provide stories and testimonials to use in support of your health center programs.  

For instance, results from a quantitative analysis might show a healthy weight program did not make any changes in BMI.  If you stopped evaluating at this point you may consider the program a failure.  But if you go on to conduct a method of qualitative evaluation called a focus group with participants, it may reveal that the program was too hard to follow, wasn’t long enough, or occurred at the wrong time during the year.  The results of focus groups help you to interpret your statistical results and plan future programs. 
There are some instances where qualitative analysis may be used as a replacement for quantitative analysis.  If a program is short in duration (1-6 hours) you would not expect a significant change to show up on a pre/post test.  Conducting a focus group at the end of the program with those participants (or a subset of them) would be a good evaluation technique to use.    
Focus groups can be used both for evaluation of a program or service and for future planning.  A focus group conducted at the conclusion of a health education session can help to get a picture of what everyone learned and how they liked a program.  Using a focus group for planning may help you to identify health education focus area topics to address in the next work plan.
A great thing about focus groups is that they are easy to conduct.  You don’t need to be an evaluator to facilitate a focus group; you just have to know a few simple things about them.  
Clarify the Purpose of The Group
The first step in conducting a group is to be clear on the reasoning behind the focus group.  Much like a pre/post-test, the focus group must be specific to what you want to know.  Focus groups may be conducted for many reasons:

· Program improvement/planning

· To assess knowledge retention

· To assess kills/attitude improvement

· To assess behavior changes

It is important to clarify the purpose of the focus group as it will make a difference in the type of questions asked.  All of the questions need to be related to the purpose.  If the purpose of the group is program improvement/planning, then questions may cover topics such as location, time, setting, material to be covered, etc.  If the group is intended to measure behavior changes, questions would focus on skills gained and the impact on behaviors.

Secure the Focus Group Participants
Selection of the focus group participants is dependent on the purpose of the focus group.  If the purpose is to plan a new program, the focus group participants may be potential program participants.  If the purpose is to assess skills gained, the focus group participants would be former or current program participants.

Written parental consent is required for focus groups, just as it is to conduct pre and post tests.  Parental consents should include the parameters of the focus group (i.e. audiotaping, videotaping) and that comments will be reported anonymously.   

To increase participation, be sure to plan the focus group time around the participants’ schedule.  Advertising or incentives may be necessary to increase participation in the focus group.

To keep the focus group manageable, keep the size to less than ten participants. If the subject matter of the focus group is sensitive, you may want to think about additional parameters that would guide the number and type of participants. For example, if you are discussing topics around human sexuality with middle school youth, you may want have smaller, gender-specific groups.
Develop the Questions
Once the focus group participants have been recruited, the questions must be developed.  Consider the purpose, participants, and the time frame you have when developing actual questions.  Some tips for developing youth focus group questions:

Develop approximately six to ten questions per hour, keeping in mind that different types of questions take longer to answer, for example:
Category of question



Time required
Facts
Very brief, can be less than one minute

Examples and stories
Range from 5-10 minutes

Discussions, compare, contrast
Long, from 10-15 minutes

Activities, involvement, reflection,

Very long, more than

sharing 

15 minutes

Make questions specific to what is wanted from the group

For example, if you want to get ideas to help plan a nutrition program, ask questions specific to nutrition programs, not health education programs in general.  
Make sure questions are open-ended and not leading
Open-ended questions cannot be answered with a one word answer.  The purpose of a focus group is to stimulate discussion; close-ended questions do not accomplish this.  
Address only one main point per question

Be sure that all questions address only one major point or concept.  For instance, instead of asking:
“What would motivate you to come to a nutrition and physical activity after-school program?”
Address only one major concept by splitting it into two questions and asking:

“What would motivate you to come to a nutrition after-school program?”
“What would motivate you to come to a physical activity after-school program?”

Since a participant’s motivation might be different in attending a nutrition program as compared to a physical activity program, the question should be split into two distinct questions.  
Start with general and move to specific/sensitive
Questions should be arranged so that general, non-threatening questions should be asked first.  This helps to create an open, sharing atmosphere.  Questions should progress to more specific/sensitive questions.  

Conduct the Focus Group
Conducting the actual group requires that participants are put at ease from the beginning and that they feel free to discuss topics openly.  
Location and Setting
The setting of the focus group is very important.  It should be held in a location easily accessible to the participants.  A familiar location (such as a room in the school they attend) is best to put participants at ease.  If transportation is required to attend the focus group, arrangements should be made to get participants to the group.  

The setting of the actual room is very important as well.  The room should be comfortable and should create a relaxed environment.  Chairs should be arranged in a circle so that everyone feels comfortable sharing.  

Distractions should be kept to a minimum.  Computers, TV or other distractions can impede discussions.

Set Ground Rules

Before asking any questions, it is important to set ground rules in the beginning.  Ground rules can include things like confidentiality outside the group, being respectful of others, allowing others to talk, etc.  Ground rules should emphasize respect and confidentiality.  

Things to avoid when conducting a focus group

Asking too many questions—stick to the time frame you have set.  Participants will be less open if the group takes too long.
Asking inappropriate questions—make sure the questions relate to the reason the group is being done and that all follow up questions stay on the desired topic.

Talking over or under the participants’ comprehension level—the moderator of the group must be able to talk at the participants’ level.
Using jargon—make sure to not use acronyms, medical or other terminology that the participants may not understand, and to explain any ambiguous terms.
Letting one or two people dominate the discussion—encourage everyone to participate by asking to hear from anyone who hasn’t shared their thoughts yet, without putting any person directly on the spot or forcing anyone to share.
Recording the Focus Group
In some cases, audio taping the group may be desirable.  Audiotapes can assist in the analysis of the discussion. Audiotapes provide an accurate record of what was said, and quotes can be powerful when incorporated into a report. You will also be able to listen to voice inflections that can help you determine if a comment was made in jest, or if it was a sincere, even passionate response about which the participant(s) felt strongly. However, some participants may be very uncomfortable about being taped.  If this is the case, do not audiotape the focus group and be prepared to take copious notes instead. In this situation, it’s best to have an assistant moderator on hand to take these notes and help look for body language and other non-verbal cues that can help in the analysis of the discussion. This frees up the moderator to interact naturally with the participants and focus on facilitating the discussion among the participants. 
Since a focus group is really just a guided conversation, the moderator must show interest in the participants and what they are saying.  The moderator should be encouraging and not show judgment.  The moderator is there to guide the conversation and to assure that participants are respectful of each other.

During the focus group, you may find that you need to follow-up on certain ideas.  Often times, you can write follow-up questions ahead of time, but sometimes you may need to ask unexpected questions to clarify.  Remember to keep on topic and not get too far into certain topics.  Extra time should be built into the focus group for these follow-up questions.  

The focus group moderator must also keep the following in mind:

· What else do you need to ask to understand?

· Are you hearing everything you need to serve the purpose of the focus group?

· How much time is left?

· What does all this mean?  What can I take away to make positive changes?

Analyze the Results
Focus group discussion result in qualitative data.  This is different from the quantitative data that is generated from pre/post-tests.  While there are specific rules for analyzing and making sense of quantitative data, there are general recommendations for analyzing focus group results.

Whether you are using written notes or an audiotape of the session, first start by examining the words and topics discussed.  If you used an audiotape, write all comments on separate pieces of paper or note cards.  If you are using notes, copy all comments onto separate sheets or note cards.  You can also use a computer to organize and cut/copy/paste/group comments together.  
First, group all comments from each question together. Physically group the comments together by major concepts.  For example, if the question was “What did you dislike about the program?” the comments may look like the following:

· We didn’t have enough time to get to all the activities.

· I couldn’t get a ride to all the sessions.

· I didn’t have a ride so I couldn’t come every time.

· I just didn’t like the stuff that was taught. It was for babies.
· The classes were way too long.

· I didn’t like the topics we covered.    

In reviewing these comments, look for major themes and arrange the comments based on the major concepts:
Major theme: Program Content/Length
· Didn’t have enough time
· Just didn’t like what was taught/it was for babies
· Classes were too long
· Didn’t like the topics covered  

Major theme: Location/Transportation
· Couldn’t get a ride
· Didn’t have a ride
Repeat this process for each major question.  By identifying major concepts, you can then report results by those concepts.  A summary of the question and results above may look something like this:

Question #1:  What did you dislike like about the program?
An unexpected but important theme that emerged in response to this same question was that some participants may have difficulty with the location and/or transportation to the program. The program planners had not taken location and transportation arrangements into consideration when planning the initial program. The location and/or lack of transportation may have contributed to the lower attendance at many sessions. Both issues will be explored in greater detail before the next program is offered so that location and/or transportation barriers are minimized for participants.
Note:  Frequency isn’t always the only or best indication of what is important in a focus group; sometimes you can disregard frequency altogether.  One person may make a comment and several may nod their heads in agreement although they don’t say anything; or the intensity of a few comments may reveal a hot button issue in a vocal minority that should be paid attention to, etc.  If there is a lot of joking or avoidance (few comments) of a subject it could be because the participants are uncomfortable talking about it even though they really think it is very important, etc.  These circumstances can be noted during the analysis/summary process. 
Written Reports
Written reports on focus groups may include things such as the purpose of the focus group, how the participants were chosen, participant demographics and location/setting of the group.  Information about the moderator(s) and whoever else was present in the room should be listed.  
A summary of the analysis should be listed as well as an action plan.  The action plan should include what is going to be done with the results (modify existing programs, plan programs, etc.).   

If you need assistance in any part of the focus group process, you can request technical assistance from the Michigan Department of Community Health team of program consultants and staff.
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