 
	[bookmark: HW_title]How to plan and run a focus group 

	[image: ]


[image: ]















[bookmark: _Toc216260457]Contents
Contents	1
About this guide	2
What are focus groups and when should they be used?	2
Practical considerations	3
Planning a focus group session	5
Recording the focus group conversation	7
Moderating and facilitating focus groups	7



[bookmark: _Toc216260458]About this guide 
This guide provides practical advice for planning, running, and following up on focus groups. 
[bookmark: _Toc216260459]What are focus groups and when should they be used?
[bookmark: _Toc216260460]Focus groups are a qualitative research method that brings people together to discuss experiences, opinions, and ideas on a specific topic. Unlike one-to-one interviews, focus groups can capture a broad range of perspectives and the dynamic between participants, making them particularly useful for understanding many sides to an issue as well as how people respond to differing opinions. 
People can also build upon one another’s responses and come up with ideas they may not have thought of one their own. However, because focus groups are not as structured as interviews, you may not get the same level of detail from a focus group as you would from undertaking several interviews.
The key benefits of focus groups are:
In-depth insights and rich qualitative data
Group dynamics and synergy
Flexibility and adaptability
Real-time feedback and instant reactions from participants
Relatively cost-effective and efficient
Practical considerations
Because you will be bringing more people together than for one-to-one interviews, group-based approaches need careful planning. The following areas are worth thinking about:
Location
Think about where the group interview or focus group will ultimately be held. 
Is this location easily accessible for all attendees?
Would it be more convenient to meet somewhere closer to a specific group's location?
What effect might travel times have on the timing and potential for delays?
If you are hosting several focus groups for a larger project, consider hosting them in different local areas, if appropriate, to help with representation.
Consider the impact on staff as well; might engagement officers or volunteers have to travel unusually long distances, work longer hours, and carry certain items? Ensure that there are sufficient support staff available and a contingency plan in place.
Venue hire for face to face focus groups
Venue and location go hand in hand. There may only be a certain number of venues in the locality that are:
accessible for people, both in terms of location, parking or for people with impairments
affordable to rent or use
Suitable in other ways to host research groups.
Mix and number of participants
Focus groups work best with around six to eight participants per group.
Since the focus group is the unit of analysis, there needs to be comparison:
Participants must share at least one characteristic
They can be homogenous in terms of background, but not attitudes. Some disagreement about views is useful, as it shows what lies behind people’s opinions
It is essential to consider the mix of people you plan to invite. This might have an effect on other aspects of your project, for example:
Is it intended to be representative of the local community or an area within that community?
As long as there is a project-based reason it is ok for the group(s) not to represent the whole of the local population. However, you should be clear about this and explain why, in the findings and recommendations.
There may be a reason to hold different groups based on demographic factors, for example, older residents and younger residents. Think about the appropriateness of this for your work. One reason this can naturally happen is that you ask local groups to assist in finding people, and that group naturally emerges and wants to meet together.
You may want to run several focus groups for your project to compare and contrast the experiences of different groups.
Budget
Whilst costs can be associated with interviews, group work is likely to incur some costs, even if they are relatively low. Here are some considerations:
Do you want to pay people to take part, such as vouchers? See our guidance on fraudulent participation about the drawbacks and how these can be mitigated.
The cost of venue hire, whether for a half or full day or evening
You may wish to provide refreshments, especially if the event is hosted around midday or in the evening
What are the costs to the organisation of running the session(s)? For example, how many staff or volunteers need to be involved to moderate and note take?
Online vs in person focus groups
Consider whether some group work can be done online, either in whole or in part, to make it accessible, particularly if you are working across a large geographical area.  However, you may want to reduce the size of the group (ie no more than six people) to make it work better.
You may also need more than one moderator/facilitator.
Considerations about video conferencing software
You’ll need to think about:
Which programme will be used?  Can all participants access it?  Do they all know how to use it?
Are participants accessing the focus group via their phones?  How does that affect their participation?  For example, can they access and use the chat?  Can they access breakout rooms?  Can they read any materials shared on the screen?
How will people join if remote, what programme will be used, can people join using their phone, do people know how to use the hosting programme, how might all this affect both accessibility and quality of the transcripts?
You may need to have someone on hand during online focus groups who is a technical expert and can help with any glitches.
Other considerations
[bookmark: _Toc216260461]There are also concerns around privacy – who is listening off-camera. This may make in-person events preferable in some cases.
Ensure that you set clear ground rules at the beginning about turn taking when speaking so that people don’t talk over each other.

Planning a focus group session
Planning a focus group session involves writing a discussion guide, but it also requires thinking about opportunities for the group to interact with each other.  
Introductions and ice-breakers
Participants need to get to know each other before discussing the topic.  In addition to asking them to introduce themselves, consider an icebreaker activity. These don’t need to be related to the topic. For further details of some icebreaker activities, visit this page on the Cancer Research UK website.
Planning a focus group discussion guide
Much like research interviews, the ultimate aim of group interviews and focus groups is to produce a transcript of the conversations that took place. 
Choosing the right questions for any group conversation is therefore important because this will shape the answers for later analysis.
A discussion guide prepared in advance provides you with a script for how the conversation will flow. It outlines the key topics to discuss and provides some prompts to help keep the conversation flowing.
The facilitator uses this guide flexibly, encouraging participants to elaborate on their answers, following the direction of the conversation and changing the questions accordingly. It is crucial to consider the time available and the number of questions you will be asking.
Start with broader questions that help participants recall their experiences and then narrow to more specific ones about your research topics.  This will help put people at ease and get group conversation going.
Question types to use
Use open questions to ensure people give rich, detailed answers.  For example:
“What could have improved your experience of….?”
“How did you feel about….?”
Other ways of stimulating discussion
Visuals – a good choice if you want feedback on a resource, such as an information leaflet or a patient letter.
Vignettes (hypothetical situations) – these can be useful if you want to elicit responses to typical scenarios or explore beliefs and attitudes, particularly if the topic is sensitive.
Ranking or card sorting exercises can also be a good way of starting a discussion, followed up by more in-depth discussion around the issues raised.
Timing and structure considerations 
The length of the session.  Compared to an interview, it can take significantly longer to get through a set of questions in a focus group to allow for discussion amongst participants. Therefore, set aside an appropriate amount of time, for example 60 to 90 minutes, compared to 30 – 45 minutes for an interview.
Do not let the session go on for too long. You can have breaks in between sessions. Overall, the focus group shouldn’t last more than 90 minutes of discussion.
Have a smaller number of broad questions or topics to cover, and plan for deepening answers and further questions after these prompts.
Structure your questions with a set that introduces participants to the topic, then a set that explores their experiences and attitudes.  At the end, check to see if anything was missed in the discussion
The importance of piloting your discussion guide
It’s particularly worth piloting your focus group discussion guide to sense-check how your questions come across and check for meaning, as well as learn about yourself as a facilitator.
[bookmark: _Toc216260462]Recording the focus group conversation
When recording focus groups, consider these specific challenges:
Groups are harder to clearly record using a phone or other device compared to one-to-one interviews
You may run into concerns from more than one participant about how things are recorded and what happens after
It may be useful to have a second facilitator to help with written notes in case people talk over each other.
[bookmark: _Toc216260463]Moderating and facilitating focus groups
Hosting and leading group discussions differ from one-to-one interviews because there will be multiple people to manage. The key concern is getting everyone to contribute and gather a range of views on the topic as outlined in your discussion guide.
However, it is also necessary to think about how group dynamics may play out during the sessions. Considering this beforehand will mean you won’t need to think on your feet as much should such issues arise.
Useful ideas can be found in the NHS facilitator guide and at the community toolbox.
Key skills
You need to be able to do the following as a focus group facilitator/moderator:
Build rapport
Focus the discussion
Show you are actively listening to people’s contributions
Maintain a non-judgmental attitude and respecting all points of view
Actively encourage everyone to contribute
Group management – ground rules and set up
You should establish ground rules with the group at the outset of the session, so people know what to expect and have agreed on how they will participate. As with one-to-one interviews, you should begin by explaining the research purpose, outlining how you'll handle anonymity and data security, and detailing what happens after the event.
The aim of group management is to:
Ensure everyone has the opportunity to contribute.
Assess group sentiments on the topic, without making people feel they are wrong for expressing their individual views.
Clearly capture what people say, and allow some level of exploration as well. How far to go will depend on the time you have and the number of questions or topic areas you have.
Get people engaged in this area, potentially for future discussions or pieces of work.
Overall, avoid people talking over each other and going too far off topic, otherwise the time spent arranging the session will be wasted as it will not address the research question(s).
Diffusing situations
At times one or more group members may have very different views than others. This can lead to disruptive behaviour such as talking over others, disagreeing with people’s points, and challenging the session facilitator around the purpose of the research and other questions.
In a worst-case scenario, you may have to ask someone to leave the session. But it is best to avoid this through some careful questioning and redirection.  For example:
Give very vocal members of a group tasks like summarising the end of sessions for everyone.
You can also ask questions like – does anyone else agree/disagree?
Redirect long question and answer sessions to the end when free time may be available, or note down for a reply.
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