The STAR project

Advice on focus groups.
Focus groups are a powerful means to evaluate services. Basically, focus groups are interviews, but of 6-10 people at the same time in the same group. One can get a great deal of information during a focus group session.

For our project the major goal is to seek validation of the good practice described in the staff interview.  From our analysis of the interviews we will have identified the areas to be discussed.  Concentrate on those aspects that have already been identified.  Try and elicit clear statements or consensuses that will aid in our preparation of case studies.

Preparing for the Session

1. Identify the major objective(s) of the meeting.
2. Develop five to six questions.
3. Plan your session.
4. Get the host institution to invite potential members to the meeting but try to control the composition. (See below)

Send them a follow-up invitation with a proposed agenda, session time and list of questions the group will discuss. 

5. About three days before the session, contact members to remind them to attend
6. Prepare name tags/ labels to identify each participant.
Developing Questions
1. Develop five to six questions - Sessions should last one to 1.5 hours -- in this time, one can ask at most five or six questions. 

2. Themes will have developed some questions beforehand.  Develop prompts to be used if the question is not clear or the answers stray off the point.

3. Focus groups are basically multiple interviews. Therefore, many of the same guidelines for conducting focus groups are similar to conducting interviews:

a. do not ask leading questions; 

b. do not ask questions with yes/ no answers; 

c. do not ask ambiguous questions; 

d. be focused; and 

e. keep the atmosphere informal. 

Planning the Session

1. Scheduling - Plan meetings to be one to 1.5 hours long. Over lunch seems to be a very good time for others to find time to attend.

2. Setting and Refreshments - Hold sessions in a conference room, or other setting with adequate airflow and lighting. Configure chairs so that all members can see each other. Provide nametags for members. The project will provide a bag lunch (within reason!). The host institution should invoice us directly unless some other arrangement is more convenient. 

3. Ground Rules – It is critical that all members participate as much as possible, yet the session move along while generating useful information. Because the session is often a one-time occurrence, it's useful to have a few, short ground rules that sustain participation, yet do so with focus. Consider the following ground rules: 

a. give them time to consider the question before answering;

b. ask them to speak one at a time;

c. answers should focus on the questions asked; and 

d. get closure on questions (i.e. get an answer or consensus if possible , not just a discussion).

4. Agenda - Consider the following agenda: 

a. welcome, 

b. review of agenda, 

c. review of goal of the meeting, 

d. review of ground rules, 

e. introductions, 

f. questions and answers, 

g. wrap up.

5. Membership – The appropriate composition for each group will vary especially if the aspect being examined involves placement.  The default position is that the group should consist of first and second year students. We are particularly interested in the experiences of students with special needs.

6. Record the session. Use the recorders supplied and send the recording to Coleraine for transcription. 

Facilitating the Session

1. The goal of the session is the collection of useful information.

2. Introduce yourself and the co-facilitator, if used. 

3. Explain the means to record the session and agree procedure. A record of the session should be e-mailed to group members within a week or so of the session.  Agree a procedure for doing this.  Do not ask staff to communicate with the focus group to get this information back to them.

4. Carry out the agenda - (See "agenda" above). 

5. Carefully word each question. Allow the group a few minutes for each member to carefully record their answers. Consider the use of post-it notes for students to jot down their immediate responses.  Then, facilitate discussion around the answers to each question, one at a time.

6. After each question is answered, carefully reflect back to the group, a summary of what you heard.

7. Ensure even participation. If one or two people are dominating the meeting, then call on others. Consider using a round- table approach, including going in one direction around the table, giving each person a minute to answer the question. If the domination persists, note it to the group and ask for ideas about how the participation can be increased. 

8. Closing the session - Tell members that they will receive a copy of the report generated from their answers, thank them for coming, and adjourn the meeting.

Immediately After Session

1.  Verify if the recorder, if used, worked throughout the session. Supplement your notes as extensively as possible while the session id fresh in your mind.

2.  Make any notes on your written notes, e.g., to clarify any scratchings, ensure pages are numbered, fill out any notes that don't make senses, etc.

3.  Write down any observations made during the session. For example, where did the session occur and when, what was the nature of participation in the group? Were there any surprises during the session?

Within one week of the session. 

Send your summary to a student representative 
