Focus Group Discussions for the Health Workforce Retention Study

At least three tape-recorded focus groups will be conducted in each facility: one with physicians, one with nurses, and one with allied health and pharmacy workers.  In the 2006 study, we found that most research teams conducted more than three focus group discussions. For example, nursing was often split into an enrolled nurse focus group and a registered nurse focus group to avoid having managers or superiors in the focus group with their direct reports.   We also found that 
Two data collectors will manage the discussion. One data collector will facilitate the discussion and another (the note taker) will write down participants’ responses.  Group participants will be asked what they like about working in this facility, what they don’t like, and what they would change if they could. 

No names of health workers will be retained in association with focus group notes, and focus group tapes will be stored in our locked file boxes.  Focus group members will be asked to keep confidential the names of any individuals associated with specific remarks in their discussions of focus group findings with others.

What is a Focus Group?

A focus group is a structured conversation that allows you to get in-depth information from a group of people about a particular topic.  The purpose of a focus group is to collect information about people’s feelings, values, and ideas, not to come to consensus or make a decision. Focus groups are often used as a planning tool when developing a new program or service or as a way to get feedback on specific topics.  In this case, we are seeking information on how policies might be changed to encourage health workers to stay in their positions and continue providing health services to Uganda.

A focus group is a good data collection option when . . .

· You are considering the introduction of a new program or service.

· Your main concern is with depth of opinion, or shading of opinion, rather than simply with whether people agree or disagree. 
· You want to ask questions that can't easily be asked or answered on a written survey.

· You want to supplement the knowledge you can gain from written surveys.
· You want to gain information about relevant questions to include on a survey.
· You know or can find someone who is an experienced and skilled group leader.

· You have the time, knowledge, and resources to recruit a willing group of focus group participants. 
· You are conducting formative research and want to get feedback from a target audience about a product or service that is being developed.

Focus groups should not be the first step in your data gathering process.  Focus groups are used after you have done some formative research on the topic, like a literature review and a couple of key informant interviews. Focus groups will help you confirm what you have learned and also obtain more detailed and in-depth information.  In this case, our research on the topic led us to develop the questionnaires that we are using along with the focus groups and helped us develop the questions to ask during the focus group discussions.

A focus group always has a facilitator whose role is to guide the conversation, making sure all opinions are heard and keeping the group from wandering too far from the topic.   The facilitator should have a clear goal in mind for the discussion and a structured set of questions to use to guide conversation and reach the intended goal. Focus groups usually run 1-2 hours.  We have provided four main questions for these focus groups, and we are providing you with a list of topics we hope you will be listening for.  If you don’t hear anyone mention one of the topics within the discussion, please ask gentle, open-ended, non-directive questions that might lead people to discuss those topics.

Preparing for a Focus Group

Focus groups should have between 6 and 15 participants. Focus groups work best when they have enough people to have a good discussion, but not so many that the discussion takes too long or people get left out.  Our absolute maximum is 15, although 10 to 12 is probably more comfortable.  You can certainly meet with fewer than six people, if you simply cannot recruit more, but it will be less effective.

Organize Focus Groups by Peer Group

The underlying theory of focus groups mandates that they should provide a safe environment where every participant feels comfortable voicing his or her opinion.  For that reason, it is desirable to group people who are more alike than different.  If the discussion is on issues concerning HIV knowledge, attitudes and practices, for example, you would group men separate from women.  In this case, we will group each cadre separate from the others (nursing, then physicians/clinical officers, then allied health workers/pharmacy staff).  We won’t be concerned about gender.

In other settings, you might consider factors such as occupation, socio-economic status, age, status in the community when you are putting together your target list of participants. The idea is to minimize cultural or status issues that may act as obstacles to free and open discussion. Participants usually feel more comfortable expressing their opinions when they are in a group of their peers.

Use Personalized Methods to Recruit Participants

It can be difficult to find participants for focus groups, so assume that you will need to use a variety of methods for recruitment. Start by identifying some key people at the facility who are willing to be part of the focus group and ask them to help you identify and recruit other participants.  We have provided a flyer that you can use to give to people or use as a poster.

When recruiting participants, make sure you are clear about why you want their opinion and the importance of the discussion. Also, because the term “focus group” may not be understandable or appealing to all audiences, you may want to consider calling the gathering a “group discussion.”  

Find Appropriate Space

A comfortable and suitable space can improve the focus group discussion. It is best if the participants face each other, either sitting in a circle or around a conference table, so that they can easily interact with each other.  Classroom seating or auditoriums do not make good focus group spaces.  

Provide Incentives for Participation

At the very minimum you should provide food and drinks for your focus group participants.  This will make them more comfortable, show them that you are grateful for their participation, and keep hunger or thirst from distracting them during the conversation.  We will provide pads of paper and pens or pencils to help them keep track of their thoughts during the discussion; they make keep these when they leave.  In some settings, small gifts or even cash are offered to show that you value the participants’ time and opinions.  It may also help facilitate recruitment.  We will not be offering gifts or cash in this case.

Choose a Good Facilitator

Choosing an experienced facilitator is the most important thing you can do to ensure good results from your focus group.  The facilitator will guide the conversation by asking questions, probing respondents to clarify answers, keeping the group on topic, and making sure that everyone is heard.  These skills take practice, so make sure your facilitator has some time to practice.  The attitude of the facilitator is that everyone in the group is welcome, every opinion is valued, we want to hear from all participants, and we want to stay on track to produce useful information for the study.

Identify a Good Note-taker
The note-taker plays a vital role in a focus group discussion.  The note-taker must capture as much accurate detail from the discussion as possible and note participant comments, group dynamics and interesting shifts in conversation.  It is best to make a tape recording of your focus group to make sure there is a complete record of what was discussed; nevertheless, it is still important to have a note-taker present. 

Set Group Ground Rules

Always start the focus group by setting group ground rules.  Ground rules help build trust among participants and give the facilitator rules to use if someone is dominating the discussion or not respecting others’ opinions.  Some common ground rules include:

· Respect the privacy of others in the group by not repeating what is discussed outside of the focus group

· Only one person speaks at a time, and we avoid side conversations

· Respect the opinions of others – don’t put down or criticize other’s comments

· Give everyone an equal chance to participate in the discussion

· This should be fun and enjoyable!

Protecting Privacy of Focus Group Attendees

It is crucial that you protect the privacy of your focus group members. Participants will not feel comfortable talking about issues at their workplace if they think that the information will be shared with their supervisors.  In this case, we cannot promise that fellow focus group participants will not reveal what was said in the group, but we can encourage them to please respect each other’s privacy.  The idea is that participants are free to tell others that they went to a focus group and share the topics that were discussed, but please do not reveal the identities of the other participants and what they may have said in a way that identifies them.

The Focus Group “Script”

A focus group discussion guide is included in this manual. The discussion guide specifies the questions and topics to be covered during the focus group, but is not meant to limit the discussion. The facilitator should pursue topics of interest that are raised by participants during discussion if they seem related to the overall topic of our study.

Building a relationship between the facilitator and participants, as well as between participants, is important to encourage good conversation. Start the focus group with participant introductions and a description of the purpose and format of the focus group.  The first topic or question should be one that is non-threatening, and will be relatively easy for everyone in the group to answer before moving to more difficult, specific, or potentially controversial topics and questions.

Good focus group questions are open-ended, meaning they cannot be answered with just a “yes” or “no” reply.  Good questions also avoid leading participants towards a particular answer. Include possible probes in the discussion guide to help the facilitator focus the conversation or redirect the conversation if participants are moving off topic.

	4 Primary Stages of a Focus Group

Introduction (approximately 10 minutes)

Facilitator provides an overview of the goals and purpose of the discussion.  Participants introduce themselves.

Rapport Building Stage (approximately 10 minutes)

Facilitator asks questions that are easy for participants to answer to start the talking and sharing.

In-Depth Discussion (60 – 90 minutes)

Facilitator starts asking questions related to the main purpose of the focus group, encouraging conversation that reveals participants’ thoughts and feelings.  This is where the key data are collected.

Closure (Approximately 10 minutes)

Facilitator summarizes the impressions or conclusions from the discussion and participants clarify and confirm the information.  Facilitator answers any remaining questions from participants. Facilitator thanks the participants and indicates next steps.


Role of the Facilitator

The facilitator’s role is very important to the success of your focus group.  The facilitator is responsible for leading the discussion, keeping the group on track, and making sure everyone has a chance to participate.  Following are some tips to help with successful facilitation.

Encourage discussion

The facilitator should maintain a warm and friendly attitude throughout the focus group. Be careful not to judge what participants are saying either through verbal response or body language.  Establish eye contact with participants to encourage them to speak.  If a participant gives a vague answer, probe with questions like “Could you say a little more about that?” or “Would you give me an example of what you mean?”

Keep the group focused

If the group is getting too far off the topic, remind the group of the original question by summarizing the responses and then repeating the question.   If the group is finding the question difficult to answer, rephrase the question before repeating it.

Keep individual participants from dominating the conversation

If specific individuals are dominating the conversation, it is the facilitator’s job to nicely but firmly make sure others have an opportunity to participate.  Try avoiding eye contact with dominant participants if they are speaking for too long.  Remind the group that everyone’s opinion is important.  Acknowledge the response of the dominant participants and then redirect the conversation by directly asking other participants for their opinions.  “Thank you, Nurse Y for that contribution. I’d like to hear from others in the group about their opinions.  Nurse K, what do you think?”

Encourage shy participants to contribute

Some participants need extra encouragement to feel comfortable giving their opinions. Making eye contact with quieter participants will help encourage them to participate in the discussion.  Gently ask quieter participants for their opinions during pauses in the conversation by addressing them by name.

Be aware of group pressure

If the group is agreeing to a specific opinion without much discussion or debate, group pressure may be keeping some participants from voicing a differing opinion.  The facilitator can probe for alternate views from the group by raising another issue or specifically asking for other opinions.  “That is an interesting viewpoint but let’s explore other alternatives.”

How to Analyze Focus Group Data
Analyzing focus group data involves more than counting the number of people who expressed a specific opinion. Focus group data should be analyzed for themes, trends, and frequently cited or strong opinions.  The final analysis of the focus group data will be done once all the focus groups are completed.  But, each research team is responsible for providing a summary of the key themes from each focus group they conduct. 

Complete a summary as soon as possible after each focus group

Both the note-taker and the facilitator should sit down immediately after the focus group and write down as much detail as they can remember from the conversation while it is still clear in their minds.  They should decide on the three to five “key findings” from the focus group. 
Develop themes separately and then discuss them with others who participated in the focus group

Each person who reviews the focus group data will have his or her own interpretation of key themes. Both the note-taker and the facilitator should develop their own list of themes and then discuss them with the other person to come to consensus. Discuss alternate explanations or interpretations of the data with the group to make sure that your themes are accurate and supported by the data.

Consider the context of comments

It is easy to take comments out of context when reviewing focus group data, especially when taking quotes from participants to support a point or a theme. Make sure that you are considering each statement and opinion in the context of the overall discussion. 

Safeguarding and recording data

Focus group consent forms must be stored in each team’s data box.  Recordings should be backed up on a laptop or disc as soon as possible.  Notes from the focus group should be placed in the data box as well.
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