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Plan for “Before the Focus Group”

1)  Determine GOALS:

· Purpose of the study- What kind of information do you want to collect?  

· Focus group objectives- What do you want to gain from the focus group?  

1)  Draft questions/topics for focus group discussion

2)  Think about “sought themes”- themes you expect to find with your questions

3)  Decide on how many people you will want to recruit- If gathering experiential 
information, small groups of 4-6 people work best.

4)  Think of resources you will need- time, people, materials, etc.  

2)  Designate ROLES:

· Moderator 

· The moderator should understand the group process and be comfortable enough to exert “mild” control to guide the conversation. 

· They should be good communicators, able to listen carefully and respond with respect. 

· Assistant moderator

· The assistant moderator should have different characteristics than the moderator (i.e. experiences, demographics, etc.). This is so that the moderating team is diverse and can handle a wider variety of situations. 

· Keep in mind that the moderator and the assistant need to be self-disciplined, remaining objective and open-minded.

· Other people can also assist with room set-up, logistics, participant contact, etc.

3) Decide WHO should be invited:

· Population Homogeneity- Study participants should have commonality in the factor you are interested in.  

· Study purpose- Think about the original study question.    

· Budget/ Resources- Degree of specificity for participant criteria will depend on time, money, and people involved.  

1) Draw from populations that are common in the factor you are interested in exploring and thus will be valuable in contributing meaningful information.

2) Think of available resources in accessing these populations- telephone lists of agencies, group membership lists, etc.  

4)  Think about INCENTIVES:

· Incentives are a stimulus for the participant to attend the session

· Can be in the form of food, money, etc as noted here

· Suggestions for refreshments:

· Popcorn, fruit slices, veggie slices, cheese slices

· Wrappers can be noisy – remove wrapping/packaging if there is any

5)  RECRUIT participants:

· Get the word out!

1)  Advertise the study via posted flyers, media advertising, telephone, word-of-
mouth, etc. 


*Participants should be able to conclude that this is a valid, legitimate study that 
  
  is worth their time.

2)  Make sure that all recruitment materials include: time/location of focus group 
session, incentives, contact information (your contact info and their contact info), 
and participant criteria (ex: Are you an English speaking WIC participant?).

3)  Make sure that the purpose of your study and participant criteria are clearly 
explained and understood by all team members and recruitment staff.  

6)  CONTACTING participants:

· Initial screens- Screening participants can verify whether potential participants fit into your specific “participant criteria.” (i.e. English speaking).  

1)  Draw up telephone script for initial screening dialogue.  The script should include 
a brief self-introduction (“drop names”) and specific questions for addressing 
participant criteria.

2)  Obtain list of volunteers and start contacting potential participants ~2 weeks 
before 
the focus group session.

3)  Use telephone script to determine whether potential participant will be able to 
participate in the focus group session.

Drop names:  

“My name is…., I got your name from the WIC agency.  I’m contacting you about the Food Insecurity and Obesity study.  I was wondering if…..”

· Reminder calls- These calls are useful for enforcing the notion that the participant is important to you and to remind the participant in case they have forgotten about the study.  
1)  Draw up telephone script for reminder calls.  The script should include the time, 
place, and subject for focus group discussion.  

2)  Reminder calls are usually done the day before the focus group session.  

Short & Simple:

“We just wanted to remind you that we are looking forward to seeing you tomorrow at (time) at (location) to talk about (focus group topic).”    

Plan for “Day of the Focus Group”

1) SETTING UP
· Set up refreshments and name cards (if using them)

· Try not to use the same table as the actual discussion table 

· Keep water away from the discussion area – pouring water can mask the sound frequency of voices

· Keep this near the door so that participants see it upon entering

· Seating arrangements

· Moderator should sit away from the door to avoid being distracted and better focus on facilitating the discussion

· Assistant should stay near the door in case people come late or leave early or needs to talk to someone in the hallway

· Everyone should be able to see everyone else and moderator should not be too far away from any one participant – don’t want to be “head” of the table

· Recording device

· Set up recorders on both ends of the table

· Test to make sure they are functioning properly 

· The assistant moderator will be responsible for monitoring recording equipment during the session.

2)  MEETING AND GREETING
· Moderator and Assistant Moderator should be sure to stand, shake hands and introduce themselves as each volunteer arrives.  

· Moderator and Assistant Moderator should make sure to eat along with the volunteers to encourage mingling and promote conversation.

· Increases the comfort level of the atmosphere

· Please be sure to use first names only.

· Allow participants to mingle and finish eating their food before starting the meeting

3) BEGGINNING THE DISCUSSION
· After 10-15 minutes of mingling, the Moderator should encourage all participants to sit down in their individual seats and prepare for the discussion.

·       Once all participants are seated, the Moderator should introduce the study.

            “Thank you for agreeing to be part of a focus group on household food  

             security.  For those of you who have never participated in a focus group, I 

             just want to tell you that it is research technique commonly used in social  

             science research as a way to gather data from informed sources…..etc.”

· Moderator explains confidentiality policies, encouraging participants to share  

      their thoughts with the group, and to respect one another’s ideas.  Informed  

      consent is administered

· Moderator continues meeting and greeting by asking questions that are not about  

      opinion or attitude, but related to the topic.

Example: “Let’s go around the circle, tell us your name and where you live.”

                “How many children do you have?”

                “What are your children’s favorite food?”

                “Why do you think you are here?”

* The questions should first be about the individuals and then progressively become   

   about the topic at hand.

4) CONSENT FORM
· The Moderator should distribute the consent form after the study is introduced and before the meeting and greeting questions begin.

· All consent forms need to be signed and collected by the Assistant Moderator before the discussion begins.

5) Taking NOTES
· Sketch the seating assignment.

· Develop a system to keep comments to self separate from other notes.

· Capture well-said quotes word for word and nonverbal activity.

· Note the time these were said and performed

· Note questions to ask at end.

6)  Meeting WRAP-UP
· Options for closing:

a Thank everyone for coming 

b Summarize briefly the main points and ask if that sounds accurate – get comments and corrections

· Ask “Is this an adequate summary?”

· Watch for non-verbal cues of agreement, hesitation, and/or confusion

c Save a final question

· Restate the overview of the study problem and then ask a last question

· Examples:

· “Have we missed anything?”

· “Of all the things we discussed, what to you is most important?”

· A variation on this is to turn off the recorder after discussion/review is over, thank them, then ask the final question

· Answers may be different without the recording

· Be prepared to take notes

· Incentive Dispersal

· Have participants sign receipt form

· Open up to questions deferred earlier or other concerns participants may have

· Can get interesting information at this point – keep taking notes

· If appropriate, even ask participant why they chose to ask now instead of earlier

· Be prepared to deal with lingering participants – sometimes people don’t want to leave right away

· Check to make sure the recording equipment worked

· If not, then immediate priority is to reconstruct as much of the discussion as can be remembered

· Make sure field notes, tapes, and other materials are labeled

7)  DE-BRIEFING
· Between the moderator and the assistant

· Continue taping this portion

· Way to compare notes on what happened and see differences in interpretation

· Needs to happen right after the focus group has concluded

· Time-sensitive because it depends on memories of what just happened

· If participants aren’t leaving the room, may want to move somewhere else

· Note themes, hunches, interpretations, and ideas

· Compare and contrast this session to previous sessions

· Questions to direct the debriefing:

1) What are the most important themes/ideas discussed today?

2) How did these differ from what we expected?

3) How did these differ from what happened in earlier sessions?

4) What points need to be included in the report?

5) What quotes should be remembered and possibly included in the report?

6) Were there any unexpected or anticipated findings?

7) Should we do anything differently for the next focus group?

Plan for “After the Focus Group”

1) TRANSCRIBING
· Typing up the document

· Identify the moderator and participants and highlight the moderator’s comments in the text
· Type comments word for word indicating which speaker was responsible
· Use a variable speed playback machine if available 

· Delete ums and aahs.

· Type in 1.5 spacing with room in the margins to make notes for visual happenings (eye-rolling)
· Non words

· Include all non words in parentheses such as laughter, prolonged silences, multiple voices, etc. Can be important in analysis.  
· Logistics

· The quality of the recording will likely be poor, transcribe in a place away from distractions and noise.

· Allow plenty of time for transcription – a 1 hour focus group may take up to 8 hours to transcribe.

2)  ANALYZE the transcript 
· There are various ways to analyze focus group data

· Select a method that best fits the time and logistical constraints of the project
1)  Analyst should initially read the transcript searching for sought and emergent themes; do not get eager, reading the document well a few times will help in coding themes later in the project.  

2)  Rather than focusing on each individual question it is ideal to focus on themes, since questions may change from focus group to focus group—horizontal analysis, focus on common issues form people with similar experiences (goal of the project)   

3)  Due to time limitations we recommend computer based approach using Word. This allows the researcher to search the document (which is often 80 pages) and identify key themes (both sought and emergent) and sub-themes (ideas that may not be of primary interest but that demonstrate something that may be of interest to the community). Qualitative software (NUD*IST) is difficult to learn well and requires extensive coding. The older long-table/floor method is also not practical.  

4)  Code and identify the important themes and classifications for each theme before beginning the analysis. Be aware that you will probably change many of your codes. You can then use the Edit and Find options to identify themes and key words.  

5)  Address the incidence density of each theme (the number of times a particular theme was discussed). Rather than report a number, report a general consensus, disagreement or contradiction. Also be sure to note when no new themes emerge…this is saturation and is extremely important in reporting your findings. In addition to frequency it is important to note the extensiveness of responses and the intensity.      

Some more tips on analysis. 

6) It is often tempting to extract sound bytes and quotes, however, be sure to explore the context of each statement, by analyzing what was said before and after (look for contradictions and change in opinon).

7) Be sure to note dissenting or minority views. These can often get at larger issues, and may elucidate important information. 

3)  REPORTING results
· Written Report

· Sections should include:

· Summary

· This summarizes the report and is usually written at the end once the main document is completed.

· Table of contents

· Goals and Procedures

· This section covers the justification and description of methods of the focus groups as well as detailing the participant characteristics  

· Results and Findings 

· This section is subdivided in to each theme under which a summary of events is given with relevant quotes. May want to include raw data, results and interpretation. 
· Conclusions and Recommendations

· This section requires input from the whole team and others, as appropriate, to the discuss conclusions and develop recommendations for the future. Derived from results and interpretation. 
· Appendices

· Attention to detail is essential to ensure that all misspellings and grammatical errors are removed and the final document is clear, concise and easy to read as it will be a long document.

· Bulleted Report

· This is an outline of narrative report which can be easily read and distributed to larger group of interested parties.

· The aim is to extract key points, findings and recommendations and convey them clearly without great detail.

· Particularly useful for getting your ideas out to policy makers and people who may not be able or interested in reading a full report

· Oral Presentation

· The aim is to give an overview of the project and outcomes focusing on 6-8 key points and findings using clear and concise slides of tables and charts.  Some of the important quotes should also be included.

· It is important to engage and involve audience to ensure that the key messages are clearly understood and invite comments.

· The number of presenters should be limited to 1 or 2 who are confident and at ease with public speaking.  This is to avoid distractions and interruptions and maintain the attention of the audience.

· Emphasize the importance of focus group and inform the audience of what you will be doing with results going forward.

· Allow time at the end for questions and discussion.
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