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Before You Start

Where Do You See Yourself?

Because you have opened thIS kIt, you must be mterested m focus groups!
Perhaps you are mterested for one of the followmg reasons

• You have heard about focus groups and wonder If they could be useful
to you m your work You want to know more about thIS research
method

• You are famlhar wIth focus groups and want to learn the skIlls to mod­
erate them

• You have moderated focus groups, but they have not been as useful as
you had hoped You wonder why thIS has been the case

• You want new and effectIve matenals to tram others m focus group
research

Our Expenence May Help You

The Health CommUnICatIOn for ChIld SurvIval proJects of the US Agency
for InternatIonal Development (USAID) have been aSSIstIng mlnIstnes of
health worldWIde to mcrease the Impact of chIld survIval programs through
Improved health commUnICatIOn for more than 15 years Focus group
research IS an Important component of thIS work, helpmg us to clanfy what
people thmk and feel about vanous health tOpICS

SIX years ago, we began dlstnbutmg A Handbook for Eycellence In FOCliS Gl0Up

Research ThIS Handbook has been repnnted many tImes and translated mto
several languages Researchers say they fmd It a useful reference for plan­
nmg and moderatmg focus groups Tramers say It IS a powerful tool m help­
mg them conduct workshops on focus group management Some readers,
however, tell us that they fmd the handbook too advanced for theIr needs

We have observed that many of you encounter problems conductmg focus
group research You mvest tIme and money m research that falls to generate
the kmd of mformatIOn needed to make well-mformed program deClsIOns
Understandably, you feel frustrated

Domg effectIve focus group research IS not SImple You need to thmk
through dIffICUlt problems and make hard chOIces You also need to follow
certam procedures very carefully

Before You Start



If It Is $0 Hard, Can I Do It?

Yes, you can' ThIS skIlI-bUIldmg GUIde wIll take you through all the steps
you need to plan and/or moderate focus group research The GUIde pro­
vIdes you wIth worksheets and exerCIses It helps you make better use of the
VIdeo and Handbook The VIdeo Illustrates key skIlls and potenhal prob­
lems for focus group moderators You WIll see an actual focus group m
achon-pretestmg health matenals to combat chIldhood dIarrhea-and learn
along WIth the group's moderator how to strengthen moderatmg skIlls As
you advance, you WIll be able to use the Handbook to strengthen your plan­
ning, moderatmg and analyhcal skIlls

Before you start please carefully revIew the followrng rnformatlon

What a Focus Group Is
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A focus group IS a loosely structured, mformal dISCUSSIOn among SIX to ten
mdlViduals that IS used to gather mformahon on a particular research tOpIC
The dISCUSSIOn IS gUIded by a moderator-a person who encourages partiCI­
pants to talk freely and reveal theIr thoughts and feelmgs about the research
tOpIC Usually, focus group dISCUSSIOns are repeated WIth several groups of
SImIlar people untIl the dISCUSSIOns no longer reveal anythmg new relevant
to the research

Focus groups have been WIdely used for many years m the pnvate sector
Today they are also popular WIth governmental and nongovernmental orga-

"- nIzatIons that want mSIght mto why people thmk or act as they do about a
partIcular Issue Such mformatIon can be mvaluable to

• generate Ideas for programs, campaIgns, or matenals
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• pretest educatIonal or promotIonal concepts, messages, and matenals

• Improve a product or serVIce by clanfymg people's attItudes
and needs or

• IdentIfy Issues for quantItatIve research or to clanfy quantItatIve
fmdmgs

Examples of Focus Group Research

OrgamzatIons wIth dIverse mISSIons use focus group dIscussIOns m dIfferent
ways to understand and respond more effectIvely to the needs of the com­
mumtIes they serve Here are some examples of how focus groups have
been used

• To generate Ideas for a program, campaIgn or matenal

An urban health clImc deCIded to expand Its serVIces ClImc staff
thought chents would want addItIonal evenmg serVICes for workmg
men and women As part of deslgnmg a survey to test chent prefer­
ences for these alternatIves, the staff used focus groups to learn how
clIents reacted to new serVIce hours ClIents mdICated that they wanted
mornmg cllmcs for small chIldren who were often too tIred to attend
the evemng cllmcs The staff added thIS new optIon to theIr survey and
found chents agreed that It was a pnonty The chmc now operates two
mornmg cllmcs for young chIldren and pregnant women

• To pretest educatIonal or promotIonal concepts, messages and
matenals

The Noor el Hussem FoundatIon m Jordan conducted focus group
research WIth parents to test the effectIveness of the foundatIon's pro­
motIonal spots for breastfeedmg on teleVISIOn The groups revealed the
ImpOl tance to mothers of havmg the TV mothers look mto the baby's
eyes whIle nursmg ThIS mSIght helped mCIease early mitIatIon of
breastfeedmg m publIc hospItals and home bIrths by more than
50 pelcent

• To Improve a product or servIce by understandmg people's attItudes
and needs

The Mmistry of Health m ZambIa conducted focus group research to
learn more about people's knowledge of and attItudes toward AIDS
and the use of condoms Researchers found that few of the partICIpants
were aware that condoms protected agamst AIDS There was \ ery lIttle
dIscussIOn of the tOpIC between sexual partners Program planners
used thIS mformatIOn to produce a senes of radIO dramas featunng a
conversatIon between a man and woman on usmg condoms for AIDS
preventIon

Before You Start



• To IdentIfy Issues for quantItatIve research or clanfy fmdmgs

Dunng a recent outbreak of cholera m Ecuador, a large-scale survey of
people's knowledge, attItudes, and practIces was undertaken m whIch
respondents ranked health above family and work Focus group
research helped explam these fmdmgs Health was valued most
because WIthout It people could neIther enJoy theIr familIes nor fulfIll
their responsIbIlItIes ThIs mformatIon was utIlIzed m the successful
campaIgn agamst cholera WIth the theme, "Take care of your health
because when you get cholera, you are not the only one who suffers /I

Role of the Moderator

Researchers often ask who should moderate focus groups In general, the
most effectIve moderator IS someone who IdentIfIes eaSIly WIth the partIcI­
pants, speaks theIr language well, and mspIres trust The moderator should
eIther be famIlIar WIth the research tOpIC or be gIVen enough mformatIon
beforehand to be able to gUIde the flow of the dIscussIOn and understand
pomts raIsed by partICIpants Because focus groups are deSIgned to reveal
what people truly thmk, the moderator should be fleXIble, lIsten well, and
conSider all opmIOns

Dunng a focus group, the moderator uses a prepared tOpIC gUIde to focus
partICIpants on the research Issue A skIllful moderator IS careful never to
educate or gIVe mformatIon Instead, the moderator asks, probes, lIstens,
and learns

Advantages and Limitations of Focus Group Research

UnlIke some research methods, such as surveys that answer the questIons
how many or how often, focus group dIScussIons are a form of research
deSIgned to answer the questIOns why and how When done well, focus
group dIScussIons can dIrect and stImulate thmkmg about a partIcular tOpIC

The advantages of a group dIscussIOn as a research method are faIrly ObVI­
ous When people talk m a group, they often react to each other-expressmg
feelIngs or Ideas that they ffilght not have If they were mtervIewed them
mdlvIdually In a group, a researcher can hear a vanety of thoughts, words,
and statements relatIvely qUIckly And If the atmosphere IS relaxed but atten­
tIve, people WIll enJoy partICIpatIng

Focus group dIScussIons by themselves, do not generate the depth of com­
prehenSIVe mformatIOn needed for orgaruzatIons to make solId programmat­
IC deCISIOns ThIS IS because the mformatIon obtamed cannot be quantIfIed
or generalIzed Some VOIces m a group dIscussIOn dommate others Not all
the partICIpants say what they really feel Only a small portIon of a commu­
ruty can partICIpate Researchers, therefore, should creatIvely combme sever­
al methods of research to learn what they need to know and to make effec­
tIve programmmg deCISIOns
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How to Use This Kit

On your own, you should do the followmg

1 Carefully read thIS mtroductIon (Before You Start)

2 Go to the first part of the GUIde (A Step-by-Step Approach to Focus
Group Research) and work through the fust SIX steps to prepare for
your own focus group research When you need additIonal mforma­
tIon, refer to the Handbook Try to fmd one or two expenenced focus
group moderators who can reView your worksheets

3 Before you practice moderatmg (Step Seven), watch the VIdeo m thIS kit
and the chps that follow Use the second sectIon of the GUIde (Answers
to Questions Raised In the Video) to help you learn more from the
VIdeo

4 Fmlsh the last two steps (Steps Seven and Eight) m the first section of
the GUIde Get help WIth your practice from a skilled moderator If you
can

5 Read the mformatIon and do the exerCIses m the third section of the
GUIde (Information and Exercises for Improving Moderators' Skills) to
buIld your moderatmg skIlls If possIble, arrange to do some of the
exerCises with others

Together With colleagues, do the followmg

1 ReVIew the GUIde to famIlIanze yourself With ItS contents and deCide
how much time your group will need to work through It together

2 Set up a schedule of times for your group to meet to go through the
fIrst SIX steps of the fust sectIon of the GUIde, see and dISCUSS the Video,
complete Steps Seven and Eight and practice moderator skills

3 At the fust seSSIOn, choose a glOup faCIhtator to lead your group
through the process Try to fInd a skIlled moderator to comment on
your efforts as you practice the exerCIses and begm to work m the com­
mumty

In a workshop settmg, do the followmg

1 Refer to the AppendIx, which offers speCifIc suggestions on how to
deSign and facIhtate a four-day workshop usmg the Video, the
Handbook, and each section of the GUIde

2 DeSIgnate a faclhtator to encourage partiCIpants to exchange thoughts,
share expenences, and expenment Try to fmd a skilled moderator to
comment, espeCially when partiCIpants practice moderatmg among
themselves and m the commumty

Before You Start
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A Step-by-Step Approach

to Focus Group Research

Introduction

In thIS sectIon of the GUIde, you wIll learn how to prepare for your own
focus group research, usmg eIght steps of preparatIOn Steps are explamed
WIth

• mformatIon to help you understand the step and why It IS Important

• an example of the step m actIOn (taken from the same research drama­
tIzed m the VIdeo)

• one or more worksheets to help you complete the step

• references to the Skill sectIon of the GUIde and

• references to the Handbook so that you wIll have more mformatIOn
about domg focus group research

Carefully read all the matenal for each step before domg the worksheets
When you are ready to complete the worksheets, use a penCIl so that you can
make reVISIOns as you go along

If you plan to moderate focus groups for others' research, complete Steps
One through Four carefully WIth them If you are domg your own research,
you may complete the steps by yourself It WIll be very helpful to you, how­
ever,If you can get an expenenced researcher to comment on the work you
do for each step

Each step bUIlds on the precedmg step When you complete them, you WIll
know when to use a focus group dIScussIon for your research needs You
wIll have learned how to select and screen partICIpants and how to develop a
tOpIC gUIde for your research You WIll have the necessary forms to get you
started as you practIce moderatmg a focus group dIscussIOn From that dIS­
CUSSIOn, you wIll be able to orgaruze your notes for the research report

Does thIS sound too dIffIcult? We hope not You may fmd some of the mfor­
matIon hard to understand at fIrst If you work through It slowly and care­
fully, however, you can develop the skIlls you need to conduct effectIve focus
group research Thmk of how helpful that could be m your work'

A Step by Step Approach to Focus Group Research Introduction
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DECIDE IF FOCUS GROUPS ARE

THE RIGHT TOOL FOR YOU TO GET

THE INFORMATION YOU NEED

Your fIrst bIg deCIsIOn IS whether focus groups are the nght tool for your
research All too often, people start focus group research wIthout lookmg
closely at what they need to fmd out Determmmg what you need to know
IS the fIrst step If focus groups are an appropnate method, you WIll use a lIst
of what you need to know to complete the preparation steps that follow If
you are moderatmg the focus group dIScussIon, always keep m mmd the
purpose of the research and use It to gmde the focus group dIScussIon

There are two general kmds of research quantitative and qualItative
Quantitative research methods, such as wntten surveys or closed mterviews,
gIve numencal estimates (e g , 20 percent of mothers surveyed breastfed theIr
last chIld) ThIS type of research generates conclusIVe data It estimates how
many, venfIes the number of times, or documents dIfferences between thmgs
that can be measured m numbers

QualItative research does not lead to numencal estimates It gIves the
researcher a deeper understandmg of what people thmk, feel, and do (e g,
some mothers feel breastfeedmg IS not modern) QualItative research helps
If you need mSIght mto why people thmk or act as they do about a particular
research tOpIC

Because only a relatively small portion of people take part m focus groups,
they cannot be used as a basIs for drawmg conclusIons about what most peo­
ple thmk, feel, or do Unless they are combmed wIth quantitative methods,
focus groups should not form the basIs for large-scale pohcy deCISIOns In
general, qualItative research IS best combmed wIth quantitative research to
achIeve general research obJectives

Focus groups are one of several qualItative research methods Other meth­
ods are observatIOn, mdividual m-depth mterviews, and commumty meet­
mgs Each has ItS own advantages

Step One



EXAMPLE

A mOVIe team was asked to produce a short educahonal fIlm on dIarrhea and
oral rehydrahon salts (ORS) to show m an area where dIarrhea IS a maJor
chIld health concern The producers desIgned dIfferent storyboards (a senes
of pIctures WIth caphons) to Illustrate dIfferent Ideas for the film Before
fmalIzmg produchon, they called m a team of researchers

What did they need to know?

As a team, the producers and researchers dIscussed what they needed to
know so that the film would be effechve m reachmg and educahng mothers
m rural areas Here IS theIr lIst

WE NEED TO KNOW

1I0/IJ rural /lJolnen react to each ot the tour d«J.rrhea/ORS?
lne99afle ufeM pregented m the 9tor!J60ard9

2 1I0/IJ the /lJolnen react to the blnafle9 pregented m the dra£t 9to­
r!J60ard9

3 the num6er Ok rural CmPJlnM that /lJould 9M/IJ the &blln on d«J.f­
rheaandOR8

Was qualitatIVe research appropriate?

WIth thIs hst of what they needed to know, team members dIscussed the
kmds of research they could use to get the mformahon The researchers
thought that quahtahve research alone could tell them how women react to
the dIfferent storyboard approaches If It was done well, the research would
show why the women react that way The researchers dId not need data on
how many women reacted one way or another

The researchers deCIded that quanhtahve research (surveys) would be the
best way to determme how many cmemas would air the fIlm and when
1hey also dId some qualItahve research (mterviews) WIth some cmema own­
ers tn help explam why they would or would not show the fIlm

Were focus groups appropriate? Should the researchers have combined
them With other qualitatIVe methods?

The researchers felt that focus groups would be better than mterviews to get
women's reachons to the storyboards In a group, the women could be
encouraged to reveal more about what they lIked or dId not hke

Step One Example /I
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To better understand the results of the survey wIth cmema owners, the
researchers decIded to use qualItative research They chose m-depth mter­
VIews over focus group dISCUSSIOns because detaIled mformatIOn from a few
owners would answer theIr questions Also, the researchers decIded that
convenmg a focus group of mdividuais located m many dIfferent rural SItes
would not be practical

After decIdmg that focus groups would answer some of theIr questions, the
researchers hsted the speCIfIc needs that focus groups could address

WHAT WE WANT TO LEARN FROM FOCUS GROUPS

Under~tand hofA) the df,Merent m.e~~age~ are f,nterpreted by
raraR m.other~

2 Under~tand f,l the propo~ed m.e~~a9e,~ are, aooeptaMe to them.

3 {de,ntf,ly tho~e f,m.age~ that the m.other~ M<e, and tho~e, that are,
not e,Meotf,lJe

The moderator kept m mmd thIS hst of objectives dunng the focus group
dISCUSSIon
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WORKSHEETS

Thmk about the deClsIOns that you (your program or servIce) need to make
now LIst what you need to know to make these deClsIOns effechvely The
followmg phrases may help you get started What we do not "-now IS , We
have doubts about , We do not really undelstand

- ~ ./,

- ' - WHAT WE NEED TO KNOW- - . -

2

3

4

Complete the checkhst below to determme whether quahtahve research IS
nght for you

. QUALITATIVE I\ESEAI\CH WILL WOI\K IF

D We do not plan to quanhfy the mformatIOn we gather

D We need people's reachons and Ideas

D Faml1lanty wIth the parhClpants' own words w111 help
us acmeve our obJechves

D We want the freedom to probe beyond people's mlhal
response to a questIOn

D Vve are searchmg for reasons behmd an athtude
orprachce

Step One Worksheet 13
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Complete thIS checklIst to deCIde If a focus group

• IS appropnate to your research needs or

• should be combmed wIth other qualItative methods

o DIScussIon among partiCIpants WIll help us gam mSIght

o The group atmosphere wIll stimulate honest ref:>ponses

o We can lImIt the dIScusSIon to a few well-defmed tOpICS

o We hope that the group wIll raise new themes or Ideas

o We can manage the lOgIStiCS (e g, convene a group wIth
at least SIX partiCIpants who fIt the focus group profIle)

If you have decIded focus groups are appropnate, consIder what you want to
learn from them Make a lIst of research objectives for your focus group dIS­
CUSSIOn (These are not speCIfic questIOns for the focus group partiCIpants
You wIll develop those m Step Four )

." WIii:AlT WE WANT me L.EAftN FftOM 'FO'C:US, GROUPS ;
,('~, ~

2

3

4

If Step One has convmced you that focus group dIScussIons are the nght tool
to get the mformatIon you need, and you have decIded what you want to
learn from them, you are ready to go to Step Two In thIs6tep, you wIll
determme who should partiCIpate In your focus group lesearch

Step One Worksheet



DETERMINE WHO SHOULD

PARTICIPATE IN YOUR FOCUS GROUP

RESEARCH

Creatmg a lIst of charactenstIcs that your focus group particIpants must have
IS one of the most Important steps m preparmg for your research You may
be tempted to talk WIth a lot of dIfferent people It IS better, however, to
thmk carefully about who could best help you learn what you decIded m
Step One you need to know

In the worksheet for thIS step, you wIll descnbe one research group dearly
ThInk about the particIpants whIle you complete all the remammg steps m
thIS GUIde, because the types of questions you ask each group should be
dIfferent (If you need to use other research groups, develop a separate set of
steps for each group) Here are some Important conSIderations

• Thmk beyond your target group The term target group IS generally
used to descnbe the people that programs or matenals are meant to
reach The key to successful programs or matenals often comes from
understandmg what a vanety of people thmk or feel about a tOpIC
Domg some research WIth people outsIde the target group may be
useful

Eg , pregnant women or young mothers may be the
target group ofa breastfeedmg promotlOn program
However, focus group dIscusslOns WIth mothers-m­
law or husbands ofpregnant women may reveal
reSIstance or support that the promotlOn program
needs to address

• Thmk about people who wIll be Important to the success of your
servIce or product

Eg , ifyou plan to use focus group dIscusslOns to
help Improve ImmunzzatlOn serVIces, you may want
to do focus groups WIth both the staff that provIdes
the serVIces and, later, WIth the famIlzes you hope
wIll use the serVIces Ask yourselfwhose actlOns,
attItudes, or perceptlOns WIll mfluence your target
groups

Step Two 15
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See Handbook pages 12 13
for a more detazled explanatlOn
ofcharacterrstlcs to consIder
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• Do not forget what you already know

Eg , you may want to develop weanmg food recipes
that famlltes can prepare at home If you know that
grandmothels generally prepale foods for young
children where you lIve, mclude gwndmothers m
your focus group discussIOns Mothers of weanmg­
age children can be another research glOUp

PartlCIpants m a smgle focus group dISCUSSIon should be SImIlar to each
other m terms of the tOpIC bemg dIscussed AVOId puttmg partlCIpants m a
focus group WIth others whose presence may keep them from saymg what
they truly thmk or feel about a tOpIC To do thIS, consIder such factors as
SOCIal class, lIfe cycle, user and nonuser status (current behaVIOr), level of
expertise, age, mantal status, culture, sex, lIteracy j formal educatlon,
urbanjrurallocatlon, and other charactenstlcs relevant to your tOpIC
Plan to conduct at least three focus groups (and more If you are still
learnmg new thmgs of mterest) WIth each subgroup

Step Two



EXAMPLE

Recall that the researchers m our example want to produce an educatIonal
fIlm that effectIvely explams and promotes the use of ORS m rural areas

How did they select a research population?

The researchers knew that mothers had the pnmary responsIbIlIty of canng
for chIldren WIth dIarrhea, and that dIarrhea IS most dangerous to young
chIldren They also knew that the fIlm was aImed at the general publIc and
that women who worked as health care provIders or educators knew much
more about ORS than mothers m general The researchers defIned theIr
partICIpants as

• Women from rural areas

• Women WIth chIldren fIVe years old or younger

• Women who do not work as health proVIders or educators

How were partiCIpants dIVided Into subgroups?

The researchers deCIded to further dIVIde the women who met these charac­
tenstIcs mto separate focus groups and do a few focus groups WIth each of
four subgroups FIrst, they deCIded that women m remote rural areas may
have access to ORS and health care adVIce dIfferent from that of women m
semI-rural areas They orgamzed four groups m remote and semI-rural SItes

The researchers also deCIded that they mIght get dIfferent reactIons to the
storyboards from mothers who had used ORS and mothers who had not
Therefore, they set up separate focus groups WIth mothers who had used
ORS and mothers who had not They planned three focus groups WIth each
of the subgroups they created The followmg table descnbes the dIstmct
charactenstIcs of each subgroup
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SUBGROUPS

RURAL WOMEN WHO ARE NOT
HEALTH PROVIDERS OR EDUCATORS

WITH CHILDREN AGES FIVE OR YOUNGER

tuho fwe bn. remote 6lbte6l tuho fblle bn. 6lemb-ruraf 6lbte6l

tuho !Wver U6!ed tuho have U6!ed tuho !Wver U6!ed tuho have U6!ed
OR8 OR8 at fea6lt OR8 OR8 at fea6lt

once once

8uhgroup 1 8uhgroup 9 8uhgroup 8 8uhgroup 4

\
I

j

\ \
r

1 ~

~'

)

Who have never
used ORS

0'
Ii

--
\ ~,""

I I

I I

1,<

? 1
)

f<Lt Who have never
- ~ used ORS

I

)

(, l\
1\,_-' ~
\\y~

') Who live
In remote sites

/

RURAL WOMEN WHO rr:?l'L~ I !"'L~
ARE NOT HEALTH \~::J.F \~-~t 1:<
PROVIDERS OR (~" \ Y

EDUCATORS WITH
CHILDREN AGES FIVE
OR YOUNGER

Who have used ORS
at least once

Who have used ORS
at least once
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WORKSHEETS

Thmk about people who WIll be most useful for your research purpose They
wIll make up your research populatIon Remember that you can do more
research later, but start now wIth the people who can best tell you what you
need to know Descnbe what these people have m common

,~, ' CHAftACTE't.lSml<:s OF :". ,,', " , ,,:
- - ~ -"

, PAItTICIPAN:TS NEEDED FOIt MY ItESEAItCH: ,',
c • ~ c ,r ' ~

2

3

Look at each charactenstIc and decIde If you need to subdIvIde It further
When determmmg when and how to dIvIde partICIpants mto separate
subgroups, consIder the followmg

• WIll we taIlor or promote servIces dIfferently to a subgroup than to
other members of the research populatIon?

• Will we ask a subgroup questIons dIfferent from those we would ask
other members m the research populatIon?

• Will partICIpants m a subgroup speak more openly If we talk wIth them
separately from other members of the research populatIOn?

• Can we screen these people to make sure they fIt the subgroup?

• Can we do at least three focus groups wIth thIs subgroup?

• Would we get more mSlght by talkmg wIth these people separately or
together?

Step Two Worksheet 19

2
WOItKSHEET



20

Wnte the descnptIons of your subgroup~,usmg the worksheet format Stop
when you feel you have enough groups to whom you would ask the same
questions and who would talk freely wIth each other Set pnontIes for select­
mg groups Remember, It wIll take time and resources to conduct the groups
and to analyze the results, so set clear pnontIes

You have decIded that focus group dISCUSSIOns are a good research method
for you and you have IdentifIed the charactenstIcs of your pal tICIpants
Now you are ready to go to Step Three You wIll learn to draft a screemng
questionnaIre to help you recrUIt the partiCIpants you need

Step Two Worksheet



DRAFT A SCREENING QUESTIONNAIRE

TO HELP YOU RECRUIT

THE PARTICIPANTS YOU NEED

ThInk about one subgroup from your worksheet In Step Two and plan how
to recrUIt partiCIpants ThIs WIll reqUIre some creative thInkIng' Ask your­
self where you can get access to people who you do not know, who do not
know each other, and who fIt your partiCIpant descnptIon

Take care to use unbIased channels to recrUIt and screen focus group partiCI­
pants For example, rather than rely on health clInlc staff personnel to recruIt
famIlIes for a focus group dIScussIon, you may want to recrUIt In a neutral
area, such as the marketplace There you can contact both those who go to
the clInIC and those who do not Women who go to the clImc may thInk dIf­
ferently from those who do not

It IS Important to screen people to determIne whether they fIt the descnptIon
for the subgroup you have selected You cannot assume that what people tell
you In a focus group IS representative of what all people lIke them would tell
you However, you are counting on them to gIve you InSIghts Into what oth­
ers lIke them thInk, feel, and know ThIS IS why conductIng several focus
groups WIth the same subgroup IS necessary

Use a screemng questionnaIre to make sure your particIpants represent your
target group To aVOId haVIng someone who does not fIt the cntena arnve
for the dIscussIOn, admInlster the questionnaIre IndIVIdually by telephone or
In person when recrUIting If people arnve who do not fIt your cntena, you
may InVIte them to another group, IntervIew them separately at another time
or SImply explaIn that you cannot Include them In the current focus group
AdmInIster the screemng questionnaire agaIn Just before the dIScussIon
begms ThIS IS espeCIally Important If you relIed on others to recrUIt partiCI­
pants

An option for researchers planning to conduct focus groups WIth several dIf­
ferent subgroups IS a screemng questionnaire that helps IdentIfy partiCIpants
for each of the planned subgroups on one form The advantage to tills
approach IS that you WIll not have to VISIt a commumty more than once to
recrUIt for all of your groups The follOWIng questionnaire also Includes
Instructions for the recrUIter to assure that they gIve all mothers InVIted the
same Information about the group meeting USIng the partiCipant descnp­
tIon the research team developed In Step Two, thIS type of questionnaire
would look lIke tills
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Date-----

SCREENING QUESTIONNAIRE

Place-----------

Hello my name IS and I am working for on a
research study with mothers about their family's health May I ask you a few
questions to see If you are among the people we are trying to reach?

I How old IS your youngest child?

D 5 years or less D older than 5 (do not invite)
D no children (do not invite)

D Urban area (do not invite)

22

2 Have you ever worked at a health center or been a health educator?
D No D Yes (do not invite)

3 Where do you hve? _

D Rural area

4 How far IS that from the capital City? _

D near (Consider for subgroup I or 2)
D far (Consider for subgroup 3 or 4)

5 ORS IS a salty/sugary mix that some women give to their children when they
are Sick Have you ever used ORS With your children?

D Yes (subgroup I or 3, depending on answer to question 4)
D No (subgroup 2 or 4 depending on answer to question 4)

Determine If respondent should be invited and, If so to which subgroup
Inform her that the discussion could last up to two hours Tell her about any
incentives the women Will be receiving for their participation If she accepts,
confirm the date time and place With her Ask her name and how she can be
contacted Thank her for her time

Notes
Subgroup invited to _

(number, date time place)
Name of Screener/RecrUiter

Participant's name and how to contact

Step Three



Often, offICIals or Influentlal persons wIll assume that they should be
Involved In any actIvIty WIth outsIders that occurs In the commumty An
Inexpenenced moderator may fInd It dIffIcult to dIscourage theIr partlcIpa­
tlon If thIS problem seems likely, dISCUSS It beforehand wIth your colleagues
and develop a tactful strategy to deal wIth the situatlon (e g, IntervIew these
offICIals separately or explaIn that you understand they know about your
programs and you need to talk to those who are less well Informed)

ThIs careful screenmg process of ensurIng that your partlcipants meet your
cntena IS essentIal to achieVIng useful and reliable fIndIngs Be sure that all
those Involved In recrUitIng and moderatIng understand the need for
screenmg

IncentIves, reImbursement for travel, refreshments, or IneXpensIve small gIfts
are always apprecIated and make partICIpants feel good about Jommg the
group If you are takIng people away from theIr work or otherWIse Inconve­
mencIng them, you should conSIder some compensatIOn for theIr partIcIpa­
tlon Guard agaInst partlcipants answerIng your screenIng questIOns falsely
to get the Incentlve DeCIde whether those who do not qualify but arnve at
the SIte WIll get the Incentlve you offer

Keep the screenIng questlonnaIres They WIll be helpful later In prepanng a
list of group members for your research report
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EXAMPLE

How dId the researchers screen partIClpants to make sure they fIt the descnp­
tIon from Step Two?

EXAMPLE They asked recrmters to InVIte women who met the cntena they had devel­
oped, USIng the screemng questIonnalfe shown below Because the modera­
tor had not done the recrmtmg herself, she re-screened partIClpants wIth the
same form as they arnved for the focus group dIscuSSIOn

As IS shown In the VIdeo, one woman was an educator at the clImc and dId
not fIt the cntena lIsted She was not InvIted to partIClpate In the dIscuSSIOn

SCREENING QUESTIONNAIRE

medlMPlace-----'--'-'==-----Date Jan.. 7

My name IS ftreSla and I am working on a research study
for a "weo on cluldren't; !waRth May I ask you a few questions to help us do
research here In your community?

o Other (do not invite)
Where do you live? __-..:...m~u,,-,14IM= _
OCI Rural area near capitol

2 How old IS your youngest child?
OCI Five or younger o SIX or above (do not invite)

3 Have you ever worked at a health center or been a health educator?
OCI No 0 Yes (do not invite)

4 ORS IS a salty/sugary mix that some women give to their children when they
are sick Have you ever used ORS with your children?

OCI Yes 0 No (do not invite)

Thank you so much for your time

Notes
Subgroup diSCUSSion invited to
....:9=-- (date time, place)

Name of Screener/RecrUiter

TereSla

Participant's name and how to contact

--.:O=ah~(J~-~Vt..!::.!(l~:.!"Ra"':lg,-"-e-,--m,-,,a=.r..::::.'ke~t (If invited)
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WORKSHEETS

Usmg the table you created m Step Two for your subgroup, draft a screemng
questionnaIre Your mtroductIon should be bnef Descnbe who you are and
the general purpose of the research Be careful not to gIve mformatIon that
may mfluence answers to the screemng or dIScussIon questions Include
questIOns that apply to each cntenon of your subgroup and mVIte only those
who meet all of them Make sure the questions are dIrectJ SImple, and non­
threatenmg

, -' SCftEE'N-INq· QUESTIONNAII"E~ -:' :', --, ,_: ,', :.. ',
.' v ~'~ ~~~,.,..," __ ,"_ ~, :'~~~_/.c,

WOftKSHEET

Date-------

Introduction

Place, _

Questions

2

3

4

5

6

Thank you

o Invite o Do not inVite

Notes

Subgroup diScussIon invited to

____________________ (date time, place)

Name of Screener/Recruiter

ParticIpant's name and how to contact

___________________ (If invited)
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A good option for admimstenng the screenmg questionnaire ImmedIately
before the group begms IS to use a lIst of questions wIth two columns The
person screemng the partiCipants asks questions and records answers m one
of two columns Column A IS used If the answer fItS the cntena, column B IS
used If the answer does not fIt the cntena Only people whose answers all
fall m column A are InvIted to particIpate ThIS sImple verSIOn IS useful
when you are screemng for one particular subgroup and checkmg for one set
ofcntena

Questions

2

3

Column A Column B

26

Notes

Your first name ----------------------
Name of subgroup _

Focus group date time, place _

Participant's name and way to contact _

Now you are ready to go to Step Four to learn how to develop a tOpIC gUIde
for your research needs

Step Three Worksheets



DEVELOP A TOPIC GUIDE FOR YOUR

RESEARCH NEEDS

Dunng the focus group dIscuSSiOn, the moderator uses a tOpIC gUide Keep
m mmd that developmg the tOpIC gUide IS an extremely Important step m the
preparation process because members of the research team, mcludmg the
moderator, must rethmk the need for dIfferent kmds of mformatIon and
mSIghts It IS also a creative step because many dIfferent approaches can be
taken m the guIde to obtam mformatIon and stimulate dISCUSSIon

There are four progreSSIve stages m a focus group mtroductIon, rapport
bUIldmg, m-depth, and closure Each stage has an Important purpose

Introduction - The moderator explams the goals of the dISCUSSiOn and
descnbes what WIll happen She or he asks partiCipants to mtroduce them­
selves The purpose of the mtroductIon IS to prevent misunderstandmgs and
make partiCipants feel more at ease The moderator does almost all of the
talkmg The mtroductIon takes about 10 mmutes

Rapport Buddmg - In thIs stage, the moderator asks eaSIly answered ques­
tions that encourage each particIpant to begm talkmg m the group setting
The purpose of these questions IS to create an enVlTonment where partiCi­
pants feel comfortable and safe about speakmg The moderator does some of
the talkmg, but partiCipants begm to playa more active part m the dISCUS­
SIon ThIS stage should last about 10 mmutes
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In-depth - The moderator focuses on the mam questions m the tOpIC gmde,
encouragmg conversation that reveals partICIpants' feelmgs and reactIons to
the Issues bemg researched The partiCIpants do most of the talkmg WIth the
moderator gmdmg and directmg the conversatIOn, but not leadmg It ThIS IS
the longest stage, lastmg about 60 mmutes
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Closure - The moderator summanzes ImpreSSIOns of pomts of agreement
and dIsagreement as well as any patterns or conclUSIOns that emerged dur­
mg the dISCUSSIon PartICIpants are asked to clanfy, confIrm, or elaborate on
these ImpreSSIOns The moderator does most of the talkmg m thIS stage
whIch should last about 10 mmutes

On the worksheet, you WIll prepare an outlme for your tOpIC gmde around
these four stages Here are some pomters for each stage

Introduction Stage

• Use a tone that IS both mVItmg and senous The goal IS not only to
relax people (humor helps) but also to present the research as senous
and Important

• Explam the general purpose of the study and your role m It Do not
gIve any mformatIOn that mIght mfluence particIpants' responses later
on For example, tell partICipants you want to fmd out how they feel
about theIr chIldren's health rather than mentIomng diarrhea

Step Four



• Explam the reasons for procedures such as audIOtapmg and havmg
partlcIpants speak one at a tlme

• Express your mterest m hearmg dIfferent pomts of VIew

• Make It clear that you dId not develop the matenals or Ideas ThIs
shows that you wIll not be hurt by negatlve reactIOns

• Ask an mtroductory questlon that IS mterestmg and does not show
dIfferences m status among partlCIpants

Rapport Bulldmg Stage

• Use one or two open-ended questlons that everyone m the group can
comfortably answer and that are mterestmg enough to spark theIr
mvolvement The questlons should relate to your research, but they
can be qUIte general

• Encourage everyone to contnbute by waItlng for someone to speak
Glance at partlcular mdIvIduals and ask, "Does anyone "

• AVOId too many probes m thIS stage

In-depth Stage

• Refer to your lIst on what you want to learn (Step One) Based on thIS
lIst, thmk of approxunately SIX to eIght major Issues you want to cover
Wnte questlons grouped around each of these Issues that wIll help your
fmd out what you want to know

If you set out to cover too much durmg a smgle focus group dIscussIOn,
you run the nsk of pushmg partlcIpants too fast You may not dIscover
the reasons behmd theIr mItlal, more superfIcIal responses, although
you need to do so A short tOpIC gUIde wIll help you fmd questlons or
Ideas that you can mtefJect appropnately to match the flow of the dIS­
CUSSIOn

• Order the questlons so that they progress from the general to the specIf­
IC Be sure to antlcIpate what wIll make sense to the group members as
they respond to each questlon

• LIst some possIble probes under each dIscussIOn questlon The probes
should clanfy or deepen responses

• Go back to each questlon and consIder creatlve approaches that may
help meet your research needs The challenge IS to fmd an approach
that wIll gIve mSIght mto the parhCIpants' personal attItudes and
expenences WIthout threatenmg theIr comfort or pnvacy Usmg ImagI­
natIve approaches can be partIcularly helpful m cultures where people
are not accustomed to expressmg opmIOns Here are a few Ideas
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Present the group members w1th a descnptIon of a scene or p1C­
ture (e g, a photograph of a teen breastfeedmg) and get the1r
reactIon
Ask partIClpants to 1magme somethmg (e g, the 1deal1mmumza­
tIon chmc) and then descnbe 1t to you

Set up role playmg among partIClpants (e g, a husband and wlfe
d1scussmg buth control) and hsten to what happens

Share what other people have sa1d about an 1ssue (e g, pregnant
women should not eat too much because a large baby wdl make
for a d1ffIcuit buth) and see how the group reacts

Present the group w1th photographs of a vanety of young men
After showmg each one, ask "Do you thmk th1S man uses a con­
dom?" Poss1ble probes m1ght be "What makes you say that? Is
there anythmg that m1ght make you thmk otherw1se?"

• Try to aVOld slmple questIons that can be answered wlth only yes or no
Th1s type of questlOn does not encourage d1Scuss1on Focus groups
glVe you the opportumty to ask questIons that glve you new mS1ghts
about your tOp1C Use 1t'

E g , do not ask group members whether theIr chIl­
dren have had dwrrhea m the last month You WIll
get more by askmg "Tell me about the last time
your chl1d had dwrrhea" POSSible probes are
"What did you dOl How dId that work? What do
you thmk other mothers should do when their chIld
has dwrrhea I"

• If the purpose of your focus group 1S to pretest promotlOnal or educa­
tIonal matenals, be sure to have the matenals on hand Budd your
questIons around th1S matenal

• Draft questlOns based on deClSlOns or actIons that w1ll be taken from
the focus group fmdmgs

E g , if you are domg focus group diSCUSSIOns with
plOg1am staff membelS, do not ask them about the
kmd of trammg they want to do theIr Job bettel
unless management IS open to the po!:>slbllzty of
developmg and supportmg trammg for ItS staff

The Closure Stage

• Pomt out what you see as slgn1f1cant d1fferences (e g ,opmlOn, practIce,
perceptIon) among group members and glVe partIClpants an opportum­
ty to clanfy the1r pos1tIons

Step Four



• Wnte one or two questIons to get partICIpants' fInal reactIons and addI­
tIons

E g , "Is there anythmg we d1d not d1SCUSS that
seems relevant?

• In a nonJudgmental way, bnefly summanze what you heard from the
group on the vanous tOpICS dIscussed ThIs sectIOn IS hard to wnte
beforehand Wnte two or three statements that you may use to struc­
ture your summary to the group

How to use your tOpiC gUide while you moderate

• Keep to the dIscussIOn questIons Listen carefully to what partICIpants
say and respond WIth probes to get unexpected, but relevant, mforma­
tIon

E g , you may be askmg questwns about breastfeed­
mg and usmg probes to understand what foods
women thmk affect the1r m1lk and how Ifa woman
mentwns how alcohol affects breastmllk, you may
want to probe to understand more But ifa woman
starts to d1SCUSS how breastfeedmg makes her t1red,
1t 1S best not to pursue the tOpIC because 1t 1S not
d1rectly related to your tOP1C of mterest You may
make a note of It and talk w1th team members about
the value ofdlscussmg tzredness if 1t comes up m
future focus group dlscusswns

• To help you deCIde when to probe, always keep m mmd what you need
to know Perhaps thIS IS the toughest thmg about moderatIng
Learnmg thIS takes tIme Be patIent

• Take care not to probe too much early m the dISCUSSIon ThIs may gIve
the ImpressIOn that you want a lot of detaIl, whIch wIll waste tIme and
can mIslead you You also want to encourage all partICIpants to talk

• Take care not to probe one person too aggressIvely or for too long ThIS
may make the person uncomfortable, make others feel excluded, and
mfluence the responses of others Be frIendly and mclude all the partIc­
Ipants m the dISCUSSIon

• Address the whole group WIth your probes, lookmg around at each
partICIpant ThIs wIll encourage everyone to respond and WIll gIVe you
a better feel for the vanety of responses Withm the group

Step Four 31
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• Reorder the questIons as needed to match the flow of the group dIscus­
SIon If you thmk of a new dIScussIon questIon dunng the focus group
seSSIOn, you may want to make a note of It and Wait untIl closure to ask
It ThIS way you WIll not get dIverted from askmg the planned ques­
tIons but WIll stIll benefIt from questIons that proVIde mSIght

• Save tIme for any new mformatIon that may result from your summa­
tIon and the dISCUSSIOn that may follow

Step Four



EXAMPLE

The researchers for the ORS educahonal fIlm wrote a slightly different ver­
SlOn of their tOpiC gmde for each of the subgroups descnbed m Step Two We
will focus on the subgroup made up of mothers m remote rural areas who
had used ORS The examples below reflect the tOpiC gmde they used with
these mothers

Introduction

First, an explanation was giVen

Good afternoon, ladzes My name zs Telesa Rzvers,
and I am Vlsztlng your communzty Just to be wzth
you today Thank you for coming A focus g10Up zs
a lela't:ed dZscusslOn

The purpose was then presented

We are hele to talk about the health ofyour chzldren
and get zdeas for an educatlOnal film about chzl­
dren's health The purpose zs to get women's leac­
hons to the Ideas befole making the final film I wzll
not be sharmg InformatlOn 01 my opmlOns Your
0plnlOns are what mattel There are no rzght or
wlong answers You can dzsagree wzth each other,
and you can change you mind I would lzke you to
feel comfortable saYing how you really feel

Next the procedure was discussed

I am usmg a tape recorder so that I do not mzss any­
thing you have to say But everything zs confiden­
tial No one will know who smd what I want thzs
to be a group dZscusslOn, so feel free to respond to me
and to other women In the group without wmtlng to
be called on But only one person should talk at a
tzme The dZscusslOn wzlllast approximately one
hour There IS a lot I want to dzscuss, so I may move
us along a bit

Last came the participant mtroductlOn

Now, how about ifeverybody tells us her name, how
many chzldren she has, and their ages

Step Four Example 33
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Rapport Building

Here IS one question Teresa asked to bUild rapport

Tell me something about the last time one of your
children was sick

In Depth

Teresa showed each storyboard Then to understand how these mothers
mterpreted the diarrheajORS messages, she asked thIs question and fol­
lowed It WIth a probmg question to obtam more detail

What do you think this film IS trying to tell
mothers?

Probe Repeat theIr words and ask Anything else?
Allow sIlence

Teresa asked thIS question to understand If the proposed messages were
acceptable

What does the film tell you?

Probe So, what do you think about that?

Teresa asked thIS question to Identify Images that appealed to the mothers or
were rejected by them

What do you think of the plctUles we Just saw?

Probes What about It do you lzke? What IS there
that you do not lzke? Anything else? What about It
IS good? Unclear?

Teresa asked thIS question to get Ideas on how to reVIse the Images and
messages

If you were makmg thiS film IS there anything that
you would change?

Probes What makes you say that? Anythmg else?

Step Four Example



Closure

Teresa planned to fIll ill these sentences on the spot based on the outcome of
the dIscussIOn She saId

Though there were many different opmzons about
the film 1deas, It appears that Does anyone see 1t
differently? It seems most ofyou agree, but some
thmk that Does anyone want to add or clarify an
opmzon on th1S?

To evoke further response Teresa made a request

Based on our d1scusszon, 1t seems that the f1lm
should I w1ll defm1tely reVlew the tape and talk
w1th more women before makmg recommendatzons
for the productzon of the films What do you thmk
1S most 1mportant for me to share wzth the producers
of the films?

She concluded by conveymg her thanks

Thank you so much for commg tonzght Your tzme
1S very much appreczated and your comments have
been very helpful

Step Four Example 35
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WORKSHEET

Draft your own tOpIC gUIde What IS your focus group about? What general
questIons can you ask to put your partICIpants at ease? What speCIfIc mfor­
matIon do you need? How can you probe tor further mformatIon? Refer to
the mformatIon m the begmmng of thIS step as you draft your gUIde

I Introduction (approximately 10 minutes - explanation. purpose. proce­
dure. participant introduction)

2 Rapport bUlldmg (approximately 10 mmutes - one to two questions)

3 In-depth diSCUSSion (appt oXlmately 60 minutes - SIX to eight questions
With possible probes)

4 Closure (approximately 10 mmutes - summary. request, thanks)

Now that you have completed the dIffIcult task of developmg your own
tOpIC gUIde, you can turn your attentIon to some other forms needed to do
focus group research You are ready for Step FIve

Step Four Worksheet



DESIGN FORMS FOR THE MODERATOR

AND NOTE TAKER TO USE DURING A

FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION

Moderator's Summary Sheet

A summary sheet mdudmg names and key mformatlon on focus group par­
tlCIpants can help moderators personahze the dIscussIOn It mdudes

• remmder of partlCIpants' names (name tags are hard to read)

• reference to what the group does or does not have In common and
where theIr expenence dIffers and a

• cover sheet for the focus group report

Here are two suggestlons for the style of the moderator's summary sheet

• A sImple CIrde on a blank sheet of paper The moderator makes notes
around the clYde dunng the Introductlon and In the early stages of the
dISCUSSIOn

moderator SfJ.lnlnary Sheet
Bettdl) yeg

-'~ /I... (f) gM

J
\ Roxanna (9) yeg

\
\ X LabEJa (1 aluM no

Caoy (9) yeg ~-+~

me (moderator)

DeRong (notetake,)

• A form (see example) that IS prepared before the group meets and that
hsts everyone who partlCIpated In the focus group and key InformatIOn
on each, both taken from the screenIng questlonnalYe ThIS style can
also serve as a cover sheet for the focus group's £mal report
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Note Taker's Form

All focus group dIScussIons should have a note taker (sometimes referred to
as an assIstant moderator) ThIs person should watch and lIsten attentively
throughout the group, wntmg down as much as pOSSIble of what group
members say and how they react to dIfferent questions The amount of detaIl
that goes mto a note taker's form wIll depend on hIS or her personal style
and expenence

Inexpenenced note takers may want to cut out the topIC gUIde and put each
question on a separate sheet to allow enough space for notes The advantage
of thIS format IS that It helps orgamze the notes and observatIOns by question
for a debnefmg Immediately after the focus group meets The dIsadvantage
IS that It IS sometimes dIffIcult for the note taker to qUIckly fmd a place for
notes on questions that are asked spontaneously and those that the group
dIscusses out of the anticIpated order

An option IS the double-column format The note taker wntes m the ques­
tions as they anse durmg dISCUSSIon The form uses two columns to help
orgamze the notes by type (1) general comments and quotes and (2) obser­
vations, such as group mteractIon and nonverbal behaVIOr and mterpreta­
tIons The advantage of thIS format IS that It encouraget> the note taker to
mclude these areas WIthout prematurely mIxmg objective content With sub­
Jective observations

NOTE TAKERS' DOUBLE-COLUMN FORM

Date, time, location
Moderator
Note taker
Audiotape code number

Comments/Quotes Observations/Interpretatlons

Some note takers prefer to work on plam paper and orgamze everythmg
after the group IS over Expenment With different formats The two most
Important thmgs to remember are that the note taker should

• be mvolved m the development of the tOpIC gUIde and be Just as
famIlIar With the gUIde as the moderator

• take the time nght after the focus group meets (or as soon as pOSSIble
that day) to orgamze notes and reView them WIth the moderator

Step Five



EXAMPLE

-..-.-----.-.-.....,-- ".. - ~ -- -- ..-- ---- ,..,. ~--
~ -

MODERATOR'S SUMMARY SHEET
FOCUS GROUP PRETEST OF ORS STORYBOARDS

Location medflfUl
Moderator "fires;a RftlJers; Date Feh90
Observer/note taker Dolores; Eddftes; Time began 1000 aJn

Audiotape code number 005-109 Time ended 1100 aJn

Number of
Children
Under SIX Name of Closest Used

Woman's First Name Years Old Health Center ORS?

Oahy 9 RegftOn8 yes;

Elena 1 II yes;

"Flora 9 II yes;

mercedeS! 8 II yes;

SyllJfta 1 II yes;

Sonya 9 II yes;
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WORKSHEETS

Choose a format you lIke for your moderator's summary sheet Indude
whatever mformatIon you thmk may be useful to have on hand as you mod­
erate the focus group dIscussIOn and to easIly IdentIfy the group when the
dIscuSSIOn IS over

40

Location ---------------
Moderator--------------
Observer/note taker-----------
Audiotape code number _

Step Five Worksheet,

Date-------
Time began _

Time ended----
Group number _



Moderator ---------
Group number _

Choose the ophon that best fIts your style for the note taker's form

Location Date---------- -------------
Note taker----------
AudIotape code number _

Now that you are comfortable wIth usmg these forms, you are ready to go on
to Step SIX to draft your self-evaluatIOn form
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DRAFT YOUR SELF-EVALUATION FORM

A self-evaluatiOn form IS an Important tool to buIld your moderatmg skills
To help keep your attention on the skIlls you want to thmk about whIle mod­
eratmg, deSIgn thIS form before the focus group dIScussIon

There are many style options for a self-evaluation form Here are two
options plus a completed example

I Simple Yes/No Check Boxes

MODERATOR SELF-EVALUATION

CHECK BOXES Y N

Old I wander too much .Ifrom the tOpiC gUide?

Old I ask any yes or no .Iquestions?

Old I aVOid the question .I"Why?"

2 List of Questions

• DId I talk too much?

• DId I move the group too qUIckly mto a new questiOn mstead of lettmg
the partiCIpants talk through a relevant Issue?

• DId I watch body language?

Leave space to make notes for the next time

In the example taken from the VIdeo, a ratmg scale was used It IS best to
aVOId midpomts on such scales, have an even number of chOIces to force
your reflection on your actions as moderator
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EXAMPLE

Below IS the evaluation form that the moderator used durmg the research
mMexlco

MODERATOR SELF-EVALUATION

EXAMPLE

Date "Fehruary 90 Name--------------
Topic DIArrhea/Treatment

I have conducted a 60-mlnute focus group with respondents

On scale of 1-10, where lOIs high and I IS low here IS how I would
score myself

LOW HIGH

Maintained rapport I {f)3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

2 Included everyone In the discussion (})2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
(without senallntervlewlng)

3 Stayed on purpose 2 36)5 6 7 8 9 10

4 Asked questions that opened up {f)3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
respondents

5 Used active listening skills I {f)3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
(acknowledgement, linking)

6 Probed for c1anty {[)2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

7 Kept my ego out of the conversation 2 3 4{f)6 7 8 9 10

8 Did not put words In mouths of (})2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
respondents

9 Knew my gUide well {!)2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

10 Focused on the participants, 2 3 4{f)6 7 8 9 10
not my papers
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WORKSHEETS

Self-Evaluation Form

DesIgn a self-evaluatIon form Include the thmgs you feel are most Impor­
tant to remember and Improve upon as you learn to moderate focus group
dIScussIons Do not copy the statements from the example ConsIder them,
but thmk about other pomts, such as domg a smooth and comfortable mtro­
ductIon or showmg empathy, concern, and respect

Date Name
Topic
Location

SELF-EVALUATION

I have conducted a complete focus group On scale of I to 10, where I IS low
and lOIS high, here IS how I score myself on key things I need to pay attention to

Key Things LOW HIGH

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

2 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

3 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

4 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

5 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

6 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

7 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

8 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

9 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

10 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

You have completed the fIrst SIX steps necessary to undertake focus group
research Now It IS hme to watch the VIdeo and reVIew possIble answers to
the questIons raIsed at the end of the VIdeo (see Answers to Questions)
Once you have done thIS, you WIll be ready to complete the fmal two steps of
thIS sectIOn conductmg a practIce focus group diScusslon and orgamzmg
your notes from the expenence
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PRACTICE A FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION

Before domg a practIce focus group, reVIew the Skills SectIOn and, If possIble,
do the e"XerClses ThIS WIll help you develop the skIlls you wIll need to mod­
erate the practIce group To prepare for the practIce focus group, orgamze a
group of SIX or seven people from the subgroup for whIch you have wntten a
tOpIC gUIde By conductIng a focus group dIscussIOn now, you wIll strength­
en your moderatIng skIlls

Try to fmd an expenenced moderator to observe you and/or to go over the
fmdmgs wIth you If thIs IS the first tIme you are moderatIng by usmg the
preparatIon steps, do not plan to use the fmdmgs from thIS group As you go
through these steps m the future, you wIll be able to rely more confIdently on
the mformatIon gathered from your focus group because you wIll be more
skIlled m the process of conductmg the research

Before the day of the focus group, you and the note taker should pay specIal
attentIon to these lOgIStICS

• RecrUIt partICIpants accordmg to defmed charactenstIcs Remmd them
of the focus group dIscussIOn by telephone, maIl, personal contact, or
word of mouth

• Choose a SIte for the group that IS relatIvely qUIet and pnvate Make
sure It has enough chaIrs that can be arranged m a CIrcle and electncal
outlets It IS Important that the SIte be accessIble to the partICIpants and
avaIlable for up to two hours (It IS hard to predIct the length of a focus
group dIscussIOn, but two hours should be a maxImum)

• Plan for and purchase refreshments and mcentIves If they are to be
used

• Orgamze and test eqUIpment and matenals (e g, tape recorder, batter­
Ies, and at least two blank tapes)

• Gather or prepare samples or drafts of any matenals to be pretested

You and the note taker should become well acquamted wIth the tOpIC gUIde
Read It through and practIce aloud to test the wordmg and flow

Immediately before the focus group the note taker should do the followmg

• Have refreshments orgamzed,

• Greet partICIpants and collect screenmg forms, If used,

• Take pnmary responsIbIlIty for the tape recordmg eqUIpment, If used
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Dunng the prachce the moderator should keep m mmd these two essentIals

• The self-evaluatlOn cntena, that IS, what skIlls do I feel I need to pay
speCIal attenhon to 1mprovmg

• The research obJectives, that IS, what we want to learn from thIS group

The note taker should

• Be a keen observer and alert to how partICIpants respond faCIally and
phYSIcally to dIfferent queshons and comments Make notes

• Take careful notes of what partICIpants say, WIth dIrect quotes when
pOSSIble, to capture a common or notably d1stmct pomt of VIew related
to the research Take complete notes even If there IS a tape recorder

After the practIce, It IS Important for you to reflect on the expenence from
both the content and the process of your fIrst focus group dlscusslOn The
most common way IS for the moderator and the note taker to complete and
dISCUSS the self-evaluatIon form together Hlghhght three thmgs you want to
do dIfferently next hme

Another way to learn to be a more effechve moderator IS to use pIctures
Close your eyes and enVlSlOn what happened dunng the focus group dlSCUS­
SlOn In general, who spoke and how often? Draw a pIcture that you thmk
best represents the verbal exchange of the group

M = Moderator, Letters = PartiCipant's First Names

Look at the plcture(s) m the three examples and conSIder the followmg

• DId the moderator fall mto senal mterv1ewmg (askmg the same ques­
tion to a number of partICIpants)? How could thIS have been aVOIded?
(See example 1 )

D

B
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• DId one partIcIpant dommate the group? How could tills have been
aVOIded? (See example 2 )

Example 2

• DId partIcIpants talk wIth each other? How could tills be encouraged
the next tIme? (See example 3 )

D

Example 3

You are now ready to orgaruze your notes

Step Seven
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ORGANIZE YOUR NOTES fOR THE

fOCUS GROUP REPORT

Fill In the Gaps

Because conversation can be very rapId, It IS unrealIstIc to expect a note taker
to wnte verbatIm everythmg that was said dunng a focus group meetmg
Therefore, the note taker should wnte the major Ideas presented and record
any of the partICIpants' nonverbal commumcatIon that seems partIcularly
Important

Even when the note taker IS takmg thorough notes, It IS pOSSIble that relevant
mformatIon may be left out Therefore, It IS extremely Important that the
note taker and moderator get together ImmedIately after the focus group dIS­
CUSSIon (or as soon as pOSSIble on that day) to reVIew the notes to add any
mformatIon that may be mIssmg ThIS IS espeCIally true If the moderator
and/or note taker are conductmg many focus groups because It IS easy to
forget Important facts from the fIrst groups and to confuse the data of dIffer­
ent groups

After your practice focus group, you and the note taker should do one of two
tlungs

1 ReVIew the notes together, or

2 Listen to the audIOtape(s) of the group whIle fIllmg m gaps

Keep m mmd that the qualIty of the notes WIll dIrectly mfluence the outcome
of the data analysIs because audIOtape transcnpts can never capture the sub­
tleties of the dISCUSSIOn Good notes are the key to successful analysIs and,
therefore, to successful programs Good notes allow the mdIvldual domg
data analysIs to work pnmanly from them and to use the audIotapes (or
theIr transcnpts) only as supplements

EIther way, use your memory to add notes to mterpret what was saId

Organize the Notes

After fIllIng m any gaps, orgamzmg the notes helps you understand the data
you are fmdmg Here IS a method of domg so

• Photocopy your notes

• Wnte each of the SIX to eIght dISCUSSIOn questIons from your tOpIC
gmde on the top of separate sheets of paper

• Usmg SCIssors, cut up the photocopy of your notes and glue all the
mformatIon relevant to each dISCUSSIon questIon on the appropnate
sheet of paper

Step Eight



• Create new sheets labeled
WIth appropnate questIon
headmgs for data that does
not fIt under your eXIstmg dIS­
CUSSIOn questIons Try to
group the new data by ques­
tIon or Issue

• Once you have cut and pasted
all your notes onto sheets wIth
headmgs, reVIew the mforma­
tIon for each questIon Usmg
the forms found at the end of
thIs step, wnte a summary of
the major fIndmgs for that
questIon ContInue untIl you
have wntten summanes for
all of your questIons

Process ReView

You can learn from each focus group you conduct by askmg yourself the fol­
lowmg questIons

• Are focus groups provIdmg me and my colleagues WIth the kmd of
mformatIon that we want, or should we be usmg some other research
methodology? Should we complement focus groups WIth other
research methods? (See Step One)

• Are the partIcIpants we selected able to gIve us the mformatIon we
want or do we need to change the partICIpant charactenstIcs? Do we
need to change (or pay more attentIon to) our screemng questIonnaire?
Is there some InformatIon we want from all partICIpants that can be
gathered on the screenmg questIonnaire? If the InformatIon IS pnvate
or senSItIve, can we admlllister a short questIonnaIre at the end of the
group seSSIOn? (See Steps Two and Three)

• Do we need to change any of the dISCUSSIOn questIons or probmg ques­
tIons to get the mformatIon we are trymg to fInd? Do we need to add
new questIons or delete any? (See Step Four )

• Do we need to change the moderator's summary sheet or how the note
taker IS orgamzmg notes durmg the meetIng? (See Step FIVe)

• Can I be more effectIve by changmg somethmg m my moderatIng
style? Can I Improve my self-evaluatIon form? (See Step SIX)

Step Eight 49
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• Can we Identify any emergmg patterns that can confum or refute any
of our assumptions about our research question?

Most of the partiCipants said _

Some of the particIpants saId _

A few of the partiCipants said _

Recognlzmg Patterns

As you moderate, look for slmllantIes or patterns wlthm key Issues Ideally,
you should Identify these patterns dunng the focus group dlscusslOn and
confIrm them WIth the partiCipants to make sure that any pattern IS an accu­
rate mterpretatlOn of what the partiCipants are saymg If you do not spot a
pattern until after the focus group seSSlon, e g / by hstemng to the tapes, you
should confum the pattern durmg future focus groups Here are two exam­
ples of the kmd of questions that can confum patterns suggested by dlSCUS­
SlOn m the groups

• Some of you have mentlOned that you do not gIVe wate1, soup, or breastmllk to
your chzldren when they have dzarrhea Am I understandmg correctly that
you feel that chzldren wzth dzarrhea should not drmk llquzds?

• Bananas and porndge were mentlOned as foods given to mfants wzth diarrhea
How would you descnbe mashed bananas and porndge? What makes them
acceptable for chzld1en with dzarrhea?

Any patterns you or the note taker Identify (and possIbly confum) should be
brought to the attention of the person analyzmg the focus group data

CautIons About AnalySIS and Focus Group Data

These recommendations will help you organIze your research fmdmgs and
thmk about how the mformatIon you have learned can help you Improve the
fmdmgs However, thIS orgamzatIon does not constitute focus group data
analysIs Focus group data analysIs takes practlce, sklll, and feedback that
cannot be acquued (or provIded) through a gUide such as thIS one

Remember that data from a focus group represent only a small proportlOn of
the population from whIch you have drawn your partiCipants Your fmd­
mgs, therefore, cannot be generahzed to the entire populatlOn Also, focus
groups are a quahtatIve form of research, so fmdmgs should not be presented
through numbers or percentages, but rather through descnptIve terms

Step Eight



EXAMPLE

The researchers conductmg the focus groups for the ORS educatIonal film
had not mtended to mvestIgate what kmd of food mothers gave to children
suffenng from diarrhea But durmg the second focus group seSSlOn, the par­
tiCipants spontaneously mentlOned what they fed their children durmg three
different parts of the discusslOn When the moderator and note taker
reviewed their notes, they realized that food represented an unexpected and
important questIon As they orgamzed then notes, they created a sheet of
paper labeled "Foods GiVen Durmg Diarrhea" and, usmg the cut-and-paste
method, placed all then fmdmgs about food on this sheet

FOODS GIVEN DURING DIARRHEA

fdwe my baby lJott toodlJ MJ.e lnalJhsd banana

I !Wver brealJtteedmy baby bJhsn lJhs h.a9 dUlrrhsa

my mothsr-ft/1.-fabJ olbJaylJ m.akelJ thvlJ bJondertrdpomdge bJhsn
any 0t fJ.& getlJ dUlrrhsa Atter eatmg "t tor a tebJ daylJ, ths
dftarrhsa afbJaylJ goelJ abJay

mothsr lJaw lJhordd not eat lJoap bJhsn have dftarrhsa

Do not !Wed to change df,{?,t bJhsn have dftarrhsa

I cat bJay back on ths amount 0t bJater my lJon drftl1.klJ
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The moderator and note taker developed the followmg summary after
revIewmg the sheet contammg all the data about foods gIven dunng
dIarrhea Here IS how they orgamzed theIr notes

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

Location medbtUl Group # 8
Moderator Tere9a Rwer9 Note taker Dofore9 Edd(,f?,9
Type of Participants mother9 o! cluldren !we year9 ofd or fe,99, 9(J,/1Udura!, not
OR8 Mert}

DISCUSSION QUESTION FOODS GIVEN DURING DIARRHEA

Finding I Some mothers give thew children banana and pOrridge

Participant quote supporting finding

lowe my bahy ma9hed banana

my mother-m-faw afway9 make9 t/u,9 (A}onder/uf porrtdge, (A}hen
any o! M ge,t9 dWlrrhea II/ter e,atWlfj i,f lor a !e,(A) day9, the dWlr­
rhea af(A}ay9 gOM a(A}ay

Finding 2 Some mothers do not give their children with diarrhea breastmilk
soup, or water

Participant quotes supporting finding

I ne,ve,r hre,a9t!e,ed my hahy when 9he Iza9 dWlrrhea

my mother told me, hah(,f?,9 9houfdn~ have, 90Up when they have
dWlrhea

I cut (A}ay hack on the amount 0/ wate,r my90n drmR9

Finding 3 Only one participant mentioned ORS (Researchers Interpretation
mothers who have not used ORS do not know they should give It to thew
children when they have diarrhea)

Participant quotes supporting finding none,

Data Review To Refine the Approach

After orgamzmg theIr notes, the moderator and note taker reached the
followmg conclusIOns

• We are defmItely gethng the type of mformahon we were hopmg to
fmd, so we wIll conhnue wIth focus groups and do not need to supple­
ment them wIth other research methods (at thIS hme)

Step Eight Example



• The partiCIpant charactenstIcs we mcluded m our screenmg question­
naIre are helpmg us select mdividuais who can gIve us the mformatIon
we need We do not need to add any questions Some comments by a
few particIpants, however, have left us wondermg whether they may
have had cmldren dIe of dIarrhea (wmch would have mfluenced some
of theIr answers) It IS therefore Important to know from all our particI­
pants If they have had chIldren dIe from dIarrhea Smce m our culture
losmg a cmld IS sometimes mterpreted as bemg a SIgn of a careless
mother, we belIeve that we WIll get an honest answer to a question
about the death of a chIld from dIarrhea only after we have establIshed
some rapport WIth the particIpant and when the question IS asked m
pnvate We WIll ask particIpants mdividually after the focus group If
they have lost cmldren to dIarrhea

• We also deCIded we need to add a few more groups of mothers who
have not used ORS when theIr chIldren had dIarrhea to learn more
about why they do not use It and how to get them to use It

• We need to add some questions about food, such as "What do you feed
your chIld when he or she has dIarrhea?" Probmg questions about
soft/bland foods and WIthdrawal of lIqUIds should also be added to
explore the potential patterns we uncovered m our second group Last,
we want to add a question to the tOpIC gUIde for mothers who do not
use ORS to explore why they do not use It If we have confIrmed the
pattern that lIqUIds are WIthheld from cmldren WIth dIarrhea, then we
need to probe to see If the mothers do not use ORS because It IS
"lIqUId"

• The moderator needs to encourage shy partiCIpants more and to be
careful to ask open-ended mstead of closed questions

• There are two pOSSIble patterns that need to be confIrmed

Some mothers feed theIr cmldren WIth dIarrhea soft food (researcher's
mterpretatIon, bland foods may also be acceptable)

Some mothers reduce the amount of lIqUIds (breastmIlk, soup, water)
they give theIr cmldren when they have dIarrhea

• POSSIble questions to confIrm these patterns, and wmch should be
added to the tOpIC guIde, mclude the followmg

Bananas and porndge were mentioned as foods given to mfants WIth
dIarrhea How would you descnbe mashed banana and porndge?
What makes them acceptable to give to chIldren WIth dIarrhea?

Some of you have mentioned that you do not gIve soup, breastmilk or
water to your cmldren when they have dIarrhea Am I understandmg
correctly that you feel that cmldren WIth dIarrhea should not drmk
lIqUIds?
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Group # _
Note taker _

8
WORKSHEET

WORKSHEET

Organlzmg Your Notes

Use the following sheet to help you summarIze your findings after dIVIding
your notes Use one sheet for each of the dIscussIOn questIons you IdentI­
fIed

Location ------------
Moderator _

Type of Participants _

DISCUSSION QUESTION (or questions)
Finding I

Participant quote supporting finding I

Finding 2

Participant quote supporting finding 2

Finding 3

Participant quote supporting finding 3

Possible Pattern

54 Step EIght Worksheet
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Answers to Questions Raised m The Video

Introduction

ThIS part of the GUIde IS to be used wIth the VIdeo mcluded m the kIt The
VIdeo IS a dramatIzed portIon of a focus group, dIvIded mto four progressIve
stages

Introduction

The moderator explams a focus group, the moderator and partICIpants
mtroduce themselves

2 Rapport BUilding

The moderator puts partIcIpants at ease and gets them talkmg

3 In-Depth DIScussion

The partIcIpants share theIr thoughts on the dIScussIon tOpIC

4 Closure

The moderator summanzes the dIscussIOn and thanks the partIcIpants

Before usmg thIS part of the GUIde, watch the complete VIdeo once, mclud­
mg the chps that follow It on the cassette Pause where mdIcated QuestIons
are presented at each pause to help you thmk about key moderator skIlls and
common pItfalls

Warmng In the early part of the VIdeo, the moderator IS referred to as a dIS­
CUSSIOn leader The suggested responses mentIoned m the VIdeo are mclud­
ed m thIS sectIon of the GUIde, not m a separate pamphlet

ConsIder each questIon as It appears on the screen Then go over the sug­
gested answers to that questIon proVIded on the followmg pages Work
through each questIon m thIS way See the appendIx for recommendatIons
on usmg the VIdeo m a workshop settIng and to clanfy terms used

You may want to watch the VIdeo agam before you moderate your fIrst few
focus groups It can serve as a reVIew of skIlls you need to keep m mmd

The VIdeo Illustrates the use of focus group dIscussIOns for pretestIng maten­
als Remember that you may use focus groups for other purposes The over­
all style and process, however, should be the same
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In the focus group dISCUSSIOn shown m the VIdeo, mothers are reactmg to
matenals mtended to help women lIke themselves learn to use oral rehydra­
tIon solutIOn when theIr chIldren have dIarrhea Their negatIve reactIOns to
the pretested matenals proved mvaluable to the creators of the spots The
core message, "Let your chIld's dIarrhea flow," was rejected and another
verSIOn of the spot was produced The negatIve reactIon to matenals or
concepts presented dunng focus groups can be effectIvely used to reexamme,
dIscard, or shape ideas When you watch the Video, try to concentrate on
process, not content

Answers to Questions Raised In The Video Introduction



WHAT ARE SOME OTHER

ISSUES IN PARTICIPANT

SELECTION'

WHAT ARE SOME OTHER ISSUES IN

PARTICIPANT SELECTION?

• It IS Important to get the nght number of partICIpants m a group no
fewer than SIX and no more than ten You may fmd It eaSIer to encour­
age and mamtam everyone's mvolvement m the dIScussIon WIth a
small group (SIX to seven people)

• InVIte more partICIpants than necessary If you get more than ten, you
have several optIons (1) spht the group, recrUIt two extra note takers,
and ask the ongmal note taker to moderate half of the group m another
room, (2) thank the latest arnvals for commg, gIVe them any mcentIve
you were gomg to dIstrIbute, and ask If you may contact them for
another dIscussIOn If one IS planned, or (3) where the partICIpants are
hterate, gIVe the last to arnve a copy of the dIscussIOn questIOns and
ask them to wnte responses

• It IS best If group partIcIpants do not know one another or the modera­
tor At the very least, aVOId personal connectIons that mIght InhIbIt
open and honest dIScussIon

• It IS best to recrUIt partICIpants obJectIvely by usmg a hst of cntena to
fmd people WIth dIfferent pomts of VIew and expenences

• Make sure everyone m the group IS SImIlar WIth respect to factors that
may mfluence the dIscussIOn, such as sex, age, and expenence For
example, If you are domg focus groups on pregnancy preventIon, sepa­
rate young teenagers from older ones, gIrls from boys, and those who
have been (or are) pregnant from those who have never been pregnant
If partICIpants are uncomfortable WIth others m the group, dIScussIon
may be stramed

• Everyone should have SImIlar expenences WIth respect to the tOpIC you
are explormg If, for example, you wanted to learn how mothers mIX
ORS after theIr VISIt to the local health c1Inlc, you mIght choose partICI­
pants for one group from those who have used ORS m the past SIX
months and have taken chIldren to the health center durmg that penod

• It IS best If partICIpants have SImIlar status, educatIon, and SOCIal pOSI­
tIons OtherwIse, some may dommate the dIScussIon For example, m
a group about healthy nutrItIonal practIces, those WIth lower SOCIal sta­
tus may defer to those WIth hIgher status ThIs mIght mean that you
would hear what partICIpants feel they should thInk or do, not what
they really thmk or do

QUE ION

• PartICIpants should be screened for fluency m the language or dIalect
you are usmg You may want to talk WIth each partICIpant before the
group begms to assess and ensure adequate fluency
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HOW COULD TERESA

IMPROVE HER

INTRODUCTION AND

OPENING QUESTIONS?
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HOW COULD TERESA IMPROVE

HER INTRODUCTION AND OPENING

QUESTIONS?

• Encourage the partiCIpants to express theIr pomts of VIew, even If they
dIsagree wIth one another

• Explam that the seSSIon IS bemg recorded and notes are bemg taken
because the mformatIon bemg gathered IS so valuable that nothmg
should be lost

• Draw the particIpants out and raIse the level of enthw..,Iasm with stImu­
latmg (but not too prymg) questIons, such as "What IS the name of your
youngest chIld, and how dId you select that name?"

• Start the dIscuSSIOn by tellmg somethmg personal about herself (e g ,
number of chIldren, husband's name), but bemg careful not to share
anythmg that would reveal her opmIOn of the research tOpIC

• Wait for a particIpant to volunteer to speak mstead of selectmg some­
one ThIs helps establIsh the moderator as a gUIde, not a leader of the
group

• Use more nonverbal responses, such as leanmg toward the partiCIpants
and smIlmg ThIs shows she was receptive to what the particIpants had
to say AVOId showmg agreement or dIsagreement wIth any comment

• Relax If the moderator IS VISIbly nervous, It may cau~e the group to
feel nervous as well

Question Two



HOW COULD TERESA HAVE IMPROVED

THE RAPPORT-BUILDING PHASE?

• InvIted partIcIpants to share personal expenences, wIthout forcmg
mtImacy For example, Teresa could have opened wIth "Tell me about
your chIld's health," or "Tell me about the last tIme your chIld was 111 "
Instead she says, "Let's start by talkmg about the health of your chIl­
dren" She then asks, "How have they been?" The questIon IS so com­
mon that people gIve a routme response, such as "fme," wIthout really
thInkmg

• Used open questIons, such as, "Tell me about your chIld's health,"
rather than closed questIOns such as, "Can anyone tell me what the last
Illness was that your chIld had?" Closed questIons are usually meffec­
tIve because they elICIt only one- or two-word responses and do not
generate dIScussIon among partICIpants

• Allowed partICIpants to complete sentences or thoughts WIthout mter­
ruptIon New moderators lIke Teresa who are eager to get to the core of
theIr subject often mterrupt ThIs mterferes WIth rapport because It
makes partICIpants feel that what they have to say IS not Important

• WaIted to see If the group mtroduces a concept before mtroducmg It
herself

• Encouraged everyone to speak at least once m the fIrst 10 mmutes If
thIS IS not done, partICIpants tend to fall mto such lastIng roles as lIsten­
er or dommant talker ThIS makes It dIffIcult to effectIvely moderate
the group
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WHAT COULD TERESA

HAVE DONE DIFFERENTLY

IN EXPLORING THE

GROUP S REACTIONS TO

THE ORS PACKET'
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WHAT COULD TERESA HAVE DONE DIFFERENTLY

IN EXPLORING THE GROUP'S REACTIONS TO THE

ORS PACKET?

• Asked other group members' mitialimpresslOns to the packet before
probmg For example, she could have asked, "Does anyone have any
other Ideas about what the packet IS trymg to do?" ThIS IS Important
because one partiCipant's answers to probmg questions can easIly mflu­
ence others' comments and theIr real opmlOns wIll not be revealed

• Allowed for sIlence Many moderators tend to Jump too qUIckly to new
tOpICS, fearmg that they wIll not cover everythmg or that sIlence WIll
brmg tenslOn Trust the group to (almost) run Itself

• Probed m the spmt of mutual exploration, bemg careful not to force a
deeper level of explanation If you sense people are uncomfortable WIth
that level "What about the packet? Is It trymg to tell you somethmg?"
and "How IS It trymg to help?" are effective probmg questions They
help to hIghlIght the partiCipants' own reasons why they lIke some­
thmg or feel the way they do

• Asked for dIfferent pomts of VIew "Who dIsagrees WIth that?" Be
careful, however, not to set up confrontation For example, aVOId
asking questIOns such as "Who dIsagrees WIth Caby?"

• Gotten opmIOns about the package from other partiCipants before
changmg the subject

Question Four



IN ADDITION TO SERIAL INTERVIEWING, WHAT

ELSE DID TERESA DO THAT INHIBITED THE

CONVERSATION AND WHAT COULD SHE HAVE

DONE TO IMPROVE THE PARTICIPANTS'

RESPONSE?

• Encourage conversatIon among partIcIpants TheIr comments and
questIons to each other often reveal the most mteresnng and heartfelt
Issues Senal mtervIewmg (askIng the same questIon of several partIcI­
pants, one after the other) mhIbIts stImulatIng cross conversatIon

• Not put uncomfortable partICIpants on the spot by smghng them out,
although these mdIvIduals should be gently asked to express theIr
thoughts

• Use open-ended questIons, such as "What dId you thmk of the vIdeo?"
rather than closed-ended and threatenmg questIons such as, "DId you
learn anythIng new?"

• Probe wIthout questIomng a partlcIpant's own store of knowledge For
example, ask "DId the spot gIVe any mformatIon that mIght be new to
mothers?" mstead of, "DId you learn anythIng new?"

• Probe wIthout reqmrmg personal negatIve comments "What do you
thInk other women hke you would thInk?" rather than, "What do you
thInk," If partICIpants seem uncomfortable WIth saymg negatIve thmgs
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WHAT ARE SOME THINGS

THAT TERESA DID THAT

CONTRIBUTED TO

SLOWING DOWN THE

GROUP INTERACTION

AND RESPONSES?
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WHAT ARE SOME THINGS THAT TERESA DID THAT

CONTRIBUTED TO SLOWING DOWN THE GROUP

INTERACTION AND RESPONSES?

• Teresa asked two questIons m one "Was there anythmg that you didn't
like or maybe didn't understand?" This confuses partICipants They do
not know which questIon to answer Pause and deCide on a clear, sm­
gle-issue questIon before startIng to talk Also, both the questIons
Teresa asked could only be answered wIth a yes or no, further mhibIt­
mg responses

• When she dId not get a response, she sWitched to a new questIon and
Jumped to a new tOpIC Observe the group's reaction to thIS and deCIde
if it is best to move on or try a new way to encourage partIcipation

• Teresa may have undermmed particIpants' self-confIdence by askmg
them what they "did not understand" rather than askmg if the matenal
or message was unclear

• Similarly, she may have Implied Judgement by askmg "Why?" An
expenenced moderator may have used nonJudgmental questions, such
as "Tell me more about that?" or reflective listemng, mstead of askmg
"Why?"

• She did not allow time for SIlence There are many possIble explana­
tIons for a normal lag m conversation BeSIdes feelmg confused or
mtimidated, particIpants may be gettmg tired They may have so much
to say that they do not know where to begm They may SImply need
tIme to consider somethmg they have never thought about before It
would be better to take a break m the cucle or leave time for relaxed
Silence

Question SIX



WHAT CAN TERESA DO TO CONTINUE THE

GROUP DYNAMIC AND GET MORE IN-DEPTH

INFORMATION ON THE IMPORTANT TOPIC OF

DIARRHEA AND DEHYDRATION?

• Teresa could encourage debate by askmg group members to react to
what others have saId For example, after one partICipant says, "It
helps get the bad stuff out," and another responds, "No way, dIarrhea
IS dangerous," Teresa mIght address the group thIs way "So diarrhea IS
good, but It IS also dangerous?"

• She could use body language (such as lookmg at and leamng toward a
group member to encourage her partICipatIon) to get others mvolved m
the dISCUSSIon

• After all group members have gIVen theIr opmIOn on the Issue (or
matenal), Teresa could begm to probe for underlymg meanmgs For
example, she could ask the followmg questIons

"What do you mean by dangerous?"
"In what way IS It dangerous?"
"What about It IS dangerous?"
"Dangerous?"

Here are some general pomters

• When you moderate a dISCUSSIon on a tOpIC about whIch the partICI­
pants know much more than you, research It so that you do not waste
tIme durmg the dISCUSSIon askmg partICIpants to explam factual
mformatIon For example, before moderatmg a dISCUSSIon among staff
members about servICe delIvery m theIr health promotIon program,
famillanze yourself WIth the mternal polICies of that program

• As a moderator, you WIll mevltably hear comments you do not under­
stand Do not pretend to understand because you may (1) draw
mcorrect conclusIOns about the tOpIC, (2) mISS an opportunIty to expand
the focus of your research, or (3) gIve the partICipants the ImpreSSIon
that you were not lIstemng when you mIstakenly refer to what they
SaId Instead be honest and ask for a bnef clanficatIon of what was
saId For example, "Let me be sure that I got thIs The polIcy IS X, but
you feel It should be changed to Y? Is thIs correct?"
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• Recall comments particIpants have made that are relevant to each other
and to the research For example, "Several of you mentIOned the words
feal, afraid and scared dunng our dIscuSSIOn Let us talk more about
these feelmgs" ThIs IS known as lmkmg

• To get the whole group to talk about It, remtroduce a relevant and
Important Issue partiCIpants have raised "EarlIer many of you
mentioned that you felt hospItal staff members were rude Let us talk
a bIt about how we feel when people are rude to us" ThIS IS known as
reweavmg

Question Seven



WHAT ARE THE POTENTIAL

DISADVANTAGES OF GIVING FOCUS

GROUP PARTICIPANTS A BREAK?

• It can be dIffIcult to get the group dynamIc started agam

• It IS hard to get everyone back together at the same hme Some parhcI­
pants may get bored waItmg and leave ThIs IS one reason to gIVe par­
tiCIpant mcenhves after the group seSSIon IS fInished

• Often the rIchest data come at the end of a group seSSIOn Stoppmg the
group when the conversahon IS flowmg can be counterproductive

• If you do take a break, remember that any conversahon can be extreme­
ly relevant to key research queshons The note taker may keep the tape
gomg durmg the break and agam after the formal closure of the dISCUS­
SIOn to capture conversahon
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WHAT CAN A MODERATOR EXPECT A

TYPICAL GROUP CLOSURE TO BE lIKE1

• The moderator should try to summanze the group members' pomts of
VIew on key Issues to (1) check hIS or her mterpretatIon of what partlcI­
pants saId, (2) clanfy doubts, (3) note Issues on whICh there was group
consensus, and (4) note where diffenng opmIOns were expiessed

• Lmkages and patterns may be dIffIcult to Identlfy and descnbe

• The group closure should start 15 mmutes before the ~cheduled endmg
tIme so partlCIpants have a chance to VOIce agleement, dIsagreement, or
additlonal thoughts There may not be a consensus of group opmIOn,
and closure may actually stImulate more dIscussIOn

• The note taker should be mVIted to contnbute to the dIscussIOn usmg
the notes of what was SaId

• What one partlcipant SaId should not be smgled out, and the moderator
should not quantlfy how many people agreed or dIsagreed WIth a cer­
tam conclusIOn

• The partIcIpants should be told that the summary IS what the modera­
tor understood from them, not the moderator's own pomt of VIew It IS
not a lesson about what IS nght WIth respect to the Issues dIscussed

• A note should be made of Issues that ought to be added or explored
more deeply m future focus groups or other research Ask the group
members theIr opmIOn about thIS

Question Nine



WHAT IS THE APPROPRIATE WAY TO

HANDLE PARTICIPANT QUESTIONS

THAT COME UP DURING THE GROUp?

• RedIrect the question to the group If the partiCIpant's question IS a
request for the moderator's personal opmIOn on the group dIScussIon
tOPIC, thIS wIll assure all the partiCIpants that It IS theIr opmIOns that are
Important, not those of the moderator Assure partiCIpants that techm­
cal questions wIll be answered by the moderator after the group dIscus­
SIOn has ended

• InVIte an educator to VISIt the group at the end and answer questions
Or, If you have the background, you may want to respond to questions
or apparent mlsmformatIon among partiCIpants once the seSSIOn IS
over

• Make a note of questions, concerns, or mlsmformatIon (a partiCIpant's
comment presented as truth) that occur durmg the seSSIon After the
seSSIon, go back to these and share factual mformatIon (not opmIOns or
emotions), dIstrIbute mformatIonal matenals, or refer the partiCIpant to
a relIable source You may need to send the mformatIon to partiCIpants
If you were not prepared for an Issue that arose

• After the dISCUSSIOn IS completed, dIstrIbute brochures and other hand­
outs as resources It IS always useful, as well as ethIcally Important,
that senSItive and dIfficult tOpICS are handled by provldmg partiCIpants
WIth as much mformatIon as pOSSIble

You have completed your study of the key elements m moderating focus
groups as shown m the VIdeo In Step Seven, you WIll apply these elements
m your practice to bUIld your own skIlls The next section WIll also help you
do thIs
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Information and Exercises for

Improvmg Moderators' Skills

Introduction

To be an effectIve moderator, you wIll need practIce and feedback on your
work from an expenenced moderator If you master the skIlls on the follow­
mg pages, you WIll learn to moderate more qmckly and effectIvely The
challenge IS to understand the skIll, practIce It, and apply It

Each of the followmg eIght skIll areas IS ordered so that It bmlds on the ones
before For each skIll, you wIll fmd (1) an overVIew, and (2) group exerCIses

For most skIlls, there are optIons for dIfferent exerCIses Each exerCIse uses
an expenentIallearnmg approach Choose the exerCIses that you thmk would
work for your group

If you are usmg thIS kIt by yourself, read the overvIew of each skIll and try to
get a group together to do the exerCIses for the skIlls you feel you need most
to Improve PractIce and dISCUSSIOn are the best ways to learn

If you are a workshop leader, see the AppendiX for speCIfIc suggestIons on
how to prepare for these group exerCIses and fIt them mto a workshop sched­
ule

The matenals you WIll need for the exerCIses mclude a flIp chart, markers,
paper, cards, and tape
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Flndmg SimIlarities and Differences

OVERVIEW

Good researchers are lIke dnvers They thmk about where they want to go
and then deCide on the best route to get there You could put a group of peo­
ple m a room and tell a researcher that you want to know how many people
lIke theIr Job The researcher would probably do a survey, askmg each per­
son one by one, "00 you lIke your Job?" Then the researcher could gIVe you
what you asked for a quantitative descnptIon of the group (13 of50 people
say they llke their Job)

But If you told the researcher you wanted to know how the people m the
room felt about theIr work, the researcher would probably try to answer
your question by usmg mterviews or focus groups The researcher would
ask such questions as, "Tell me about your work," or "How do feel about
your work? What do you lIke? What do you dIslIke?" After askmg such
questions, rather than tellmg you how many people m the room lIke theIr
work, the researcher could descnbe overall similantIes and dIfferences
among the group a qualItative report (most of the people felt that their work
some of the people afew felt very stJongly that )

How Moderators Use This SkIll

Like the second researcher above, your goal as a focus group moderator IS to
understand simIlantIes and dIfferences among the partiCipants How dId
most partiCipants feel? How dId most partiCipants react? Why do some par­
tiCipants thmk one thmg and others dIsagree?

WIth practice, you WIll become better and better m fmdmg similantIes and
dIfferences among partiCipants You use thIS skIll m at least two ways

• To summanze what came out of a group before concludmg the
dIscuSSIOn

(E g, So, tell me if my Impresswn IS correct Most
ofyou feel your work IS challenging)

• To wnte a summary report on the focus group

(E g, Most of the women In this group felt that
their work IS challenging, but some felt that men In

their office are given more challenging work)

Skill Finding Similarities and Differences Overview



GROUP EXERCISES

Select one of the exerCIses below Introduce It by explammg to workshop
partiCIpants that they wIll learn and practice an Important skIll for focus
group moderators, fmdmg similantIes and dIfferences Withm a group In
thIS exercIse, partiCIpants wIll Identify simIlantIes and dIfferences among
themselves as a way to practice the skIll Bnefly descnbe the skIll and ask
partiCIpants whether they have used tills skIll to moderate focus groups

Conclude the exerCIse(s) by dIstnbutlng the overVIew of the skIll to each par­
tiCIpant GIve them time to read It DISCUSS the skIll and answer any ques­
tions they may have about usmg the skIll to moderate focus groups

OptIon I Walk Around and Find Out (approxImately 45 minutes)

1 Ask the partiCIpants what they would hke to know about the other
people m the workshop Wnte the pomts on a flIpchart or large sheet
of paper

What We Want To Know About Each Other

Example /low IftaI1.!J peopfe have partwtpated
11ft lOOM fjroap~ helore?

Example flJhat kltftd 0l work doe~ ever/1olW do?

2 Next, mVIte everyone to pIck one of the Items on the hst and take It as
theIr responsIbIhty Explam that they WIll have about 10 mmutes to
walk around and mterview others As they do tills, each person should
fmd out as much as he or she can about the Item from the others

3 After they have collected tills mformatIon, ask everyone to SIt alone and
summanze what they found out They should note simIlantIes and dIf­
ferences m the group, usmg phrases hke "most of us "or "some of
us " (e g, most of us have seen focus groups before, but only a few of
us have trIed to moderate them)

4 Encourage the particIpants to look for the ways theIr responses to ques­
tions are sIillllar, even If the responses seem dIfferent at fIrst glance
(e g, everyone mIght work m a dIfferent orgaruzatIon, but all theIr
work may be related to servmg people m the commuruty) Explam that
focus group moderators have to look at what people say m more than
one way to fmd a common thread DIscourage the particIpants from
usmg numbers m theIr summanes (e g, SIX of us have seen focus
groups, but only two have moderated one) Explam that tills IS Impor­
tant because, as focus group moderators, they WIll need to aVOId
quantitative summanes

5 Ask each person to take one mmute to present a summary
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Option 2 Small Groups (approximately 50 minutes)

1 Create groups of fIve to SIX people Ask each group to fmd out as much
as It can about what the members have m common, usmg whatever
process or questions they wIsh They can consIder any aspect of them­
selves (e g, background, goals, concerns, work hfe, home hfe) or any
aspect of theIr work enVIronment (e g, dally responslblhtIes, trammg,
hkes, dishkes)

2 Ask the groups to conSIder what theIr members have m common and to
record theIr fmdmgs on fhpcharts or large sheets of paper

What We Have In Common

3 After 10 mmutes, ask the groups to conSIder what IS dIfferent among
theIr members and record what they learn

4 After 10 mmutes, have each group descnbe Itself to the other groups
Each should descnbe what ItS members have m common and how they
dIffer usmg terms hke "most of us , but a few "or "some of us , but
others " See Option 1, pomt 4 for more mstructIons to a group

Skill Finding Similarities and Differences f rr I (



5 Ask all groups how members could use what they learned to help each
other ill theIr future work

How We Can Help Each Other In Our Future Work

SkIll FindIng SImIlarItIes and DIfferences ExerCises 77



RECOGNIZING
NONVERBAL

COMMUNICATION

SKI LL

78

Recogmzmg Nonverbal CommunicatIon

OVERVIEW

All of us commUnIcate wIthout usmg words ThIs type of commUnIcation
often speaks louder than our words, even though such commUnICatIOn IS so
subtle that most of the time we are not conscIOUS of It Nonverbal commUnI­
cation mcludes the kmd and amount of eye contact, other faCial expreSSIOns,
the way we SIt or stand, and movements of the hands, body, or head It also
mcludes the tone of VOice we use

It IS relatively easy to control our verbal commUnIcation We can do nothmg
about nonverbal sIgnals, however, until we are aware of them and become
skIllful m mterpretIng theIr meanmg

Recognlzmg Nonverbal Actions

• Posture The way we hold our bodIes can convey that we are mterest­
ed m what a partiCIpant IS saYing and gIve confIdence to shy or hesItant
partiCIpants We can, for example,lean toward them m a fnendly and
encouragmg way If our posture IS stiff or cold, we may dIscourage
them from speakmg or mdicate that they should Wait for permIsSIon to
speak

PartiCipants may hold theIr hands over theIr mouths or wrap theIr arms
around theIr bodIes, mdicatmg dIscomfort and reluctance to speak or
dIsagreement wIth the person who IS speakmg

• FaCial expreSSIOns Head and faCial movements are probably the clear­
est mdicators of attItudes toward others WIth these movements, we
can convey posItive or negative emotIOns, doubts, or agreement
Shakmg the head can be negative, noddmg can be posItive A fnendly,
questIomng expreSSIon can encourage dISCUSSIOn Eyes show our level
of mterest and respect for what others are saymg Often, new modera­
tors show shock or dIscomfort on theIr faces because of an opmIOn,
term, or behef expressed by a partiCIpant ThIS qUickly InhIbItS dISCUS­
SIOn and hmits the value of the data bemg collected

PartiCIpants may show enthusIasm, concern, disbehef, or sorrow
through theIr faCial expreSSIOns durmg the dISCUSSIOn These are Impor­
tant clues to theIr feehngs about the research tOpIC and should be noted
as part of the data bemg collected

• Hands or bodIes A moderator can use hand movements effectively to
encourage dISCUSSIon among partiCipants Often, members of the
group wIll speak dIrectly to the moderator as the leader of the group
By gently gestunng toward another member, the moderator can often
dIrect a speaker's gaze and comments to another partiCipant, slowly
discouragmg a person from relymg on the moderator to gIVe "permIS­
SIOn" to speak

Skill Recognizing Nonverbal Communication (, I I



How Moderators Use This Skill

SensIhvIty to these nonverbal SIgnS WIll help you moderate m two ways
(1) you can use nonverbal sIgnals to encourage parhcIpants to enter freely
mto the dIScussIon, and (2) you can observe the nonverbal sIgnals parhcI­
pants gIve so that you can understand what they are really saymg and thmk­
mg about the tOpIC under dIScussIon You can pIck up theIr feelmgs of
dIscomfort, embarrassment, anxIety, excItement, or enthusIasm and use them
to mterpret what the parhcIpants say

It wIll be Important for you to decIde what nonverbal sIgnals work best m
your culture to encourage dIscussIOn, show respect for others' 0plillons,
welcome new Ideas, and remam nonJudgmental about what you hear Are
some nonverbal cues between members of the same sex dIfferent from those
between members of dIfferent sexes? You wIll need to decIde these thIngs
before you begm moderahng your fIrst focus group You wIll also need to be
aware of your own as well as the parhcIpants' nonverbal achons dunng the
group
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RECOGNIZING
NONVERBAL

COMMUNICATION

EXERCISES

GROUP EXERCISES

Select one of the exerCIses below Introduce It by explammg to partICIpants
that they w1lliearn and practIce the Important moderator sk1ll of nonverbal
commumcatIon

Perform the exerCIse and conclude It by dIstnbutmg the overVIew of the sk111
to all partICIpants GlVe them tIme to read 1t DISCUSS the sk1ll and answer
any questIons they may have about the use of the sk111 to moderate focus
groups

Option I Silent Partner (approximately 30 minutes)

1 Ask partICIpants for examples of dIfferent ways people commumcate
WIth each other Note what they say on a fhpchart or large sheet of
paper Add to what they say to make the hst more complete

Different Ways We Communicate

Vowe.
Body language.
fJJord9
(Je.oturM

Eye. aontaot
HOWll e.xpreoown
Othuo
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2 Ask the group to form paIrs One person m each paIr should talk for
f1ve mmutes about an mdIv1duai problem or concern The person'~

partner should try to commumcate mterest and understandmg and
help m any way des1red, except verbally The partner may not speak!
The paus w111 then SWItch roles and repeat the exerCIse The second
partner should talk about an entIrely dIfferent problem

3 After fIve mmutes, stop and allow two to three mmutes for the paus to
talk freely

4 DISCUSS the exerCIse WIth the group ConSIder the followmg

• How d1d It feel to talk for f1ve umnterrupted mmutes?

• How d1d It feel to be prevented from talkmg?

• D1d you feel that your partner understood you? How d1d you know?
(E g, expreSSIOn, body movement, eye contact)

• DId anyone feel helped? Why or why not?

• Why 1S sllence so dIfficult to tolerate?

Skill RecogniZing Nonverbal Communication ExerCIse



• What specIfIc body behavIOrs commUnIcate understandmg and
support? (E g, "Mmmm," eye contact, leanmg forward)

• What happens when nonverbal behavIOr does not match the verbal
message? (E g , confusIOn, uncertamty, mistrust)

• GIVe examples of contradictory verbal/nonverbal messages (E g,
saymg "yes" whIle frowrung)

5 Apply these thoughts and feelmgs to your role as focus group modera­
tor Consider what examples of negative nonverbal commurucatIOn
you should generally aVOid when you moderate

• Noddmg too much (grvmg the Impression that you agree)

• Lookmg away from a speaker (dlscouragmg tills person from
contmumg to talk)

• Actmg Impatient

• Actmg distracted

• Permlttmg mterruptIons

• SmIlmg or frownmg at mappropnate moments (Judgmg or showmg
disrespect)

6 Ask what nonverbal commurucatIons moderators should use to encour­
age partiCIpation and put people at ease

• Showmg an attentive but uruntImidatmg facral expreSSIOn and body
posture (E g, leanmg toward the group when encouragmg people to
talk)

• SIttmg back and lookmg around the CIrcle when trymg to keep partic­
Ipants from talkmg dIrectly to you

• Noddmg or smIlmg shghtly to encourage someone to share an
0plillon

• Glvmg appropnate empathetic expreSSions (E g, a sad face when
hstenmg to a sad story)

Skill Recognizing Nonverbal Communication. Exercises 81



Option 2 Feelings Charade (approximately 20 minutes)

1 Spark debate by askmg group members If they agree or dIsagree wIth
the statements shown on the fhp chart

Agree/Disagree

tn09t peopfe- te-e-f ulWomtortahfe- e-rpre-99btlfj tMbr te-e-fbtlfj9 btl word9

t(ou aan fe-am more- about pe-opfe-lJ te-e-fbtlfj9 trom tMbr nonve-rbaf
mOIle-me-nt9 than trom what tMy 9ay

2 After dIvIdmg the group mto paIrs, have the members of each paIr tell
each other about a tIme they were mIsunderstood or they mIsunder­
stood what someone else saId Have them ask each other how atten­
tIon to nonverbal clues could have helped m better understandmg

3 Ask for volunteers to act out dIfferent emotIons before the group
They may use expressIOns and body language, but no words or vocal
expresSIOns Here are some suggestIons for an emotIon or mood

• Anger
• FrustratIon
• DIsmterest

• Boredom
• DISgUSt
• Gnef

• Happmess
• Fear
• Joy

82

4 Ask the other partICIpants to guess the emotIon or feehng bemg acted
out

5 ReVIew the actmg/guessmg by askmg whether It was dIffIcult to
mterpret emotIons WIthout a verbal explanatIon

6 Ask the group how a moderator can make sure of learnmg from partIcI­
pants' nonverbal communIcatIon, and then enhance theIr answers WIth
the followmg

• Watch constantly for nonverbal clues by the person talkmg

• LIsten to tone of VOIce

• Look for dIscrepanCIes between what partICIpants say and the clues
they send WIth theIr bodIes

• Look around the group usmg penpheral VISIOn and short glances to
see the body pOSItIons and faCIal expressIOns of people who are not
talkmg If appropnate, encourage them to dISCUSS what you read
from theIr nonverbal commUnICatIOn

Skill RecogniZing Nonverbal Communication ExerCises



llstemng Effectively

OVERVIEW

Effective lIstenmg IS a fundamental part of effective moderahng If you do
not lIsten carefully and consIstently durmg a focus group, several thmgs may
happen

• You mIght mISS a good OpportunIty to get at the heart of your research

Eg , Some mothers show warmth m the1r tone of
V01ce when descrzbmg the way the mother and chlld
are p1ctured m the spot you are testmg You could
easlly m1SS th1S if you do not llsten carefully You
would not find out that mothers respond best to
spots showmg mothers gazmg mto the1r baby's eyes

• You mIght leave partiCIpants feelmg excluded, or worse, offended
because you Ignored somethmg they saId ThIs IS espeCIally true If they
shared somethmg personal or pnvate

E g , A mother's V01ce falls as she talks about takmg
her Ch1ld to the doctor after several days of1llness
You m1SS her gU1lt and worry that she wa1ted too
long You upset her by probmg to learn more about
1t

• You mIght leave the dIScussIon WIth the wrong ImpressIon because you
mIssed what particIpants really SaId or thought you heard somethmg
you dId not

Eg , A mother shyly mentlOns that "people" say
that vaccmatlOns cause sterzllty You nod and
explore th1S w1th the group You are llstenmg to
someone else talk about forgettmg an appomtment
You conclude that mothers do not go for vaccma­
tlOns because they forget You m1SS the thought that
some mothers do not go because they are afrmd You
do not clarify th1S pomt after the seSSlOn, leavmg
others thmkmg that you have agreed w1th the par­
tlc1pant that 1S afrmd ofsterzllty

Hearing Versus Inferring

What you hear IS what people actually say wIth words What you Infer IS
what you thInk they saId based on theIr words, theIr nonverbal sIgnals, and
your own prevIOus ImpressIOns and expenences As a moderator, It IS
Important for you to dIShngUISh between what you hear and what you Infer
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Durmg the focus group dIScussIon, you may repeat what you heard, usmg
partiCIpants' actual words ThIs helps to get a particIpant or other members
of the group to talk more about somethmg mentioned dunng the dIScussIon

E g, So you smd you were womed when the fever
started

Reflect on what you mferred Use your own words to tell partiCIpants what
you thmk they were trymg to say ThIS helps to get the group to confum or
clanfy your ImpressIOns Along WIth the words you are reflectmg the emo­
tional content of what was saId

E g, It sounds lIke you were frightened when that
happened

After the seSSIOn, as you orgamze your notes, you should take notes on what
you actually heard people say You ~hould also take notes on what you
mferred from what they said ThIS can be useful when the focus groups are
analyzed m theIr entirety

Warnmg Be careful to check yourself Make sure the data analyst knows
when your personal ImpressIOns mfluenced what you heard (E g , I felt that
the mother was frightened)

POinters for Llstenrng Well

• Keep your mmd centered on the speaker Try to put yourself m the per­
son's place and understand what he or she IS thmkmg and feelmg

• Mamtam a nonJudgmental expressIOn as you lIsten

• Talk only when necessary to clear up a confusIOn or move the dISCUS­
SIOn along If someone IS talkmg too much, fmd an opportumty to
gently mterrupt

• Watch particIpants' facIal and body expressIOns

• Allow sIlence People need time to thmk about what they wIll say You
need time to thmk about what you heard WaItmg for someone m the
group to speak rather than fIllIng the sIlence can also be very effective
m encouragmg speech as can usmg supportmg sounds, such as
"Aha aha "

• When you do not understand what someone saId, you may clear up the
confusIOn by trymg the followmg

Ask a nonleadmg question

E g, Could you tell me more about that?
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Repeat theIr words and pause

Say what you thInk they said (words plus emotional context) and
pause

How Moderators Use ThiS Skill

Effective lIstenmg dunng a focus group takes consIderable practice You
have to balance lIstenmg skills WIth your Job as moderator

• Interrupting IS sometimes Important because one focus group particI­
pant could dommate the group The moderator can still be a good
lIstener by acknowledgmg what the person IS saymg and gently
suggestmg that other particIpants Jom m the dISCUSSIOn

E g , Eycuse me, Azda You mentwned somethmg
very mtelestmg earlzer and I would lzke the group to
get back to zt How do others feel about vaccmatmg?

• You have to lIsten to one person whIle bemg aware of what else IS
happenmg m the group You should ask that only one person talk at a
time (to help you and to catch everythIng on tape) You still have to be
thInking whIle someone IS talkIng how thIs IS SImIlar to or dIfferent
from what you have been hearmg, how other people are reacting to
thIS, and whether anyone IS uncomfortable and why You also need to
thmk where you should go from there ill the dISCUSSIon to learn more
about Issues of mterest to the research
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GROUP EXERCISE

Select one of the exerCIses below Introduce It by explaImng to partICIpants
that they WIll learn and practIce an Important moderator skIll hstemng
Bnefly descnbe the skIll

You may want to catch theIr attentIon by askIng them to stop and hsten
Allow one to two mmutes of sIlence PenodIcally ask, "Are you hstemng?"
Ask partICIpants what they heard Explam that they already know how to
hsten, but usually do not ThIS exerCIse WIll help them hsten more attentIve­
ly, not only as focus group moderators but also as hsteners m theIr everyday
hves

Do an exerCIse Conclude It by dIstnbutIng the skIll overVIew to the partICI­
pants Leave enough tIme for them to read the overvIew and to ask whether
there are any questIons about the skIll or usmg It to moderate focus groups

Option I Hot Topic (approximately 60 minutes)

1 Have the group pIck a tOpIC that everyone seems to have an opmIOn on,
such as a local pohtIcalissue

2 Take the group members to a qUIet space and let them get comfortable
Explam that you would lIke them to talk about the hot tOpIC ThIS IS
not a focus group at all It IS Just a dIscussIon SImIlar to one that people
have at a party Group members should hsten to each other and
express theIr own opmIOns on the tOpIC Everyone should talk at least
once, but no more than twIce

3 After 20 mmutes, stop the dISCUSSIon and bnng everyone back to the
workshop room

4 DISCUSS the dIfference between heanng and mfernng Wnte the follow­
mg questIons on a flIpchart or large sheet of paper and ask one member
of the group to record the answers

• What dId you hear durmg our hot tOpIC dIscussIOn?

E g , I heard Jazme say, 'Votmg zs a waste of tzme
No one I ever vote for wms "

• When no one has anythmg to add, ask, "What dId you mfer from the
hot tOpIC dIscussIOn?"

E g ,I mferred that Jazme really does belzeve m
votmg because of the tone ofhzs vozce and because
all hzs comments suggest he votes whenever he can
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• When no one has anythmg to add, ask the group to IIcorrect" what
others saId, that IS, come to agreement about what was actually saId

Ask people to react to what was mferred

Eg ,JaIme agrees he does belzeve m votmg and was
bemg sarcastic wIth hIS first comment

• Ask the group to complete the sentence, "1 could have lIstened better
durmg thIs dISCUSSIOn If "

Eg, I wasn't thmkmg about my own opmzon at
the same tzme

5 Ask everyone to reVIew pomters for effective lIstenmg Accordmg to
your own cultural tradItion, reVIse the lIst so that everyone agrees these
are appropnate pomters to keep m mmd when trymg to lIsten well

Option 2 Two Talkers and a Listener (approximately 45 minutes)

1 For thIs exerCIse, reVIew and dISCUSS the skIll overvIew

2 Select three hot tOpICS as a group and wnte them on a large sheet of
paper or a flIpchart

3 DIVIde the group mto groups of three Each member of each group wIll
take a turn as the lIstener

• Start WIth the fIrst hot tOpIC on the lIst

• Two group members should talk about thIs tOpIC, and the lIstener
should try to lIsten effectively

4 After 10 mmutes, ask each group to stop Then take fIve mmutes to
dISCUSS what was saId m theIr small groups

• Have the lIstener report to the talkers

What I heard was

What I Inferred was

• Have the talkers answer the followmg questions

Do you thmk you were heard correctly?

Do you thmk the lIstener mferred accurately?

What could the lIstener have done to be more effective?

Repeat WIth two other tOpICS so everyone has a turn as a lIstener
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Option 3 The Radio (approximately 10 to 30 minutes)

1 GIVe everyone a pIece of paper Play the radIO for two mmutes Ask
group members to take two mmutes to wnte everythmg they heard
Have them compare notes to see what they mIssed and others heard

2 Ask partIClpants to take two mmutes to wnte what they mferred Have
the group members compare what they mferred, how the mferences
dIffered, and what caused them to mfer what they dId

3 DISCUSS why moderators need to be aware of what they actually hear
and what they mfer from what they hear
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Asking Questions With Care

OVERVIEW

Based on what they hear and see, the moderator's mam role IS to ask appro­
pnate questIons at the nght tIme The context m whIch a questIon IS asked
and how It IS phrased shape how It IS answered There are many dIfferent
ways of askmg questIons Here are some of most common

Open-Ended Questions

• They mVIte responses of more than one word

• They allow for a wIde range of responses

QuestIons that begm wIth "What," "How," "Who," "LIst what you thmk,"
"Can you tell me," "Can you explam how," "How do you feel about," "Tell
me more about," "What can you add to that," or "Where" are open-ended
questIons They are used throughout the four stages of moderatIng to learn
about partIcIpants' feelIngs, actIons, reactIOns, and knowledge "How do
you feel about famIly plannmg?" and "Where do you thmk most women
hear about the health clImc?" are examples of open-ended questIons
The fIrst questIon IS very broad Tlus IS good dunng an ImtIal, m-depth dIS­
CUSSIOn The second questIon sets some lImIts on the responses wIthout
dIrectIng answers ThIS IS good when the moderator wants to learn more
about an Issue of mterest

Closed Questions

• They can be answered wIth very short responses (e g, age, color, date,
yes, no)

• They do not encourage respondents to elaborate on a tOpIC

Closed questIons may begm wIth phrases such as "To what extent," "How
much," or "How many" They are used to get background mformatIOn from
partICIpants dunng the mtroductIOn phase or when the moderator wants
bnef responses or clanfIcatIon (e g, "How many chIldren do you have?" or
"How much do you thInk people should pay for thIs servIce?")

Yes/No QuestIons

• These closed questIons can only be answered by the words yes or no

QuestIons that can be answered by yes or no are generally not useful because
they gIVe a moderator very lIttle mSIght mto how a person feels They can
actually be mIsleadmg Such questIons as "DId you understand the mes­
sages?" should usually be turned mto open questIons such as "What are the
messages trymg to tell you?"
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Two Questions In One

• They ask respondents to consIder or react to two thmgs at one tIme

• They should be turned mto two clear questIons wIth tIme for the
respondent to consIder each

• They are not appropnate durmg any stage of focus group dIscussIOn
moderatIon

Two questIons m one confuse and dIsturb partICIpants (e g, how do you feel
about famIly plannmg and how does your husband feel?) They elIcIt
responses that are dIffIcult to analyze

Forced and Leading Questions

• They dIrect the respondent toward a partIcular response

• They mtroduce assumptIons that respondents may not have
consIdered

• They should never be used when conductmg research

• They are not appropnate dunng any stage of focus group dIscussIOn
moderatIon

Forced and leadmg questIons lImIt the scope of responses to the moderator's
bIaS and can cause valuable mformatIon to go undIscovered Forced ques­
tIons predetermme how a partIcIpant can respond The questIOn, "do you
breastfeed on demand or only at certam tImes each day?", pushes the partIcI­
pant to say one or the other, even If she does not breastfeed It ImplIes that
the moderator belIeves the partICIpants should breastfeed, whIch may make
them feel there IS a "nght" answer to questIons

A leadmg questIon would be, "Don't you thmk It IS good to breastfeed your
new baby?" ThIS questIOn ImplIes that the moderator places some value on
breastfeedmg ThIS may lead the respondent to say they thmk breastfeedmg
IS good even though they may not because they want to please the modera­
tor A better way to ask thIS questIon IS, "What do you thmk about
breastfeedmg a new baby?"

Leadmg questIons can be more subtle, but are always poor practIce For
example, If partICIpants m a focus group do not mentIon that parents do not
bnng theIr chIldren m for vaccmatIons, It would be mappropnate for the
moderator to ask, "Why don't you brmg your chIldren to get vaccmated?"
ThIS questIon assumes that parents do not bnng theIr chIldren m for vaccma­
tIons and may suppress mformatIon about why some parents do not have
theIr chIldren vaccmated
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How Moderators Use This Skill

QuestIons must be worded and ordered carefully to get the mSlght you need
for your research It IS Important to ask questIons that WIll stImulate rather
than dIscourage dIscussIOn Moderators should carefully test and reVIse the
questIons m the tOpIC gmde to make sure that questIons are as open as pOSSI­
ble Closed questIons are used only to lImIt the range of responses Two m
one, leadmg or forced questIons should not be used Moderators should
never ask, "Why?" or any questIons that lffiply they know what the answer
WIll or should be

Before the group meets, the moderator prepares the questIons and probes for
the tOpIC gmde It IS Important to keep them as broad as possIble to stImu­
late dIscussIOn The moderator and note taker then reVIew the questIOns and
dISCUSS possIble responses to make sure that questIons are as open and non­
leadmg as possIble They use closed questIons only when they want to lImIt
the range of responses as, for example, m probmg They check to be sure
they have no "why" questIons or any questIons that Imply what the answers
should be
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GROUP EXERCISES

Do ExercIse 1 before ExercIse 2 Introduce both exerCIses by explammg to
partlCIpants that they wIll learn and practlce an Important moderator skIll
askmg questlons WIth care Dunng the exerCIse partlCIpants WIll see that the
way questIOns are asked affects how people answer them They wIll also
deCIde whether and how dIfferent types of questIOns can be used by focus
group moderators

Conclude the exerCIse by askmg partlCIpants If they have used thIS skIll to
moderate focus groups If they have not, ask them to suggest ways they
could use It DIstnbute the overVIew of the skill to the partlCIpants Leave
enough tlme for them to read It and to answer any questlons they may have
about use of the skill m moderatmg focus groups

Exercise I Effective and Ineffective Questions (approximately 60 minutes)

1 DIVIde the group mto two teams

2 Put cards WIth the dIfferent types of questlons mto a box, basket, or pIle
m the front of the room Below are some examples

WARNING The type of questIons should not appear on the cards

How many chIldren do you have? [Closed questlon]

What have you heard about famIly plannmg? [Open questlon]

Don't you thmk you should breastfeed your new baby? [Leadmg
questlon]

How do you feel about the supervIsIOn you get and how could It be
better? [Two questlons m one]

DId you go to the readmg class? [Closed questlon]

Do you use condoms WIth all your partners or Just your mam partner?
[Forced questIOn]

3 Contmue to make up cards untll you have at least two examples of each
type of questIon Remember not to mark what type of questlon It IS on
the card

4 Have each partlCIpant select a card

5 DIVIde a sheet of fhpchart paper m half and label the columns
Appropnate QuestIOns and Inappropnate Questlons
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Appropriate
Questions

Inappropriate
Questions

6 Have partICIpants place the cards m the column that best descnbes the
questIon

7 Explam that skIlled moderators thmk about the wordmg of questIons
when they wnte a tOpIC gmde They often check themselves when
askmg questIons to make sure the way they word a questIon WIll
encourage honest and open responses

8 RevIew the fIVe most common types of questIons and wnte them on a
flIp chart Explam when each type of questIon should or should not be
used Refer to the skIll overVIew to explam whIch types of questIons
are consIdered appropnate and when they are consIdered appropnate

Open
Types of Questions

Closed Forced or
Leadmg

Two Questions
mOne

9 Have the group members move theIr cards from the last flIpchart to the
new flIpchart to Illustrate dIfferent types of questIOns Compare what
they thought was appropnate or mappropnate WIth what they thmk
now

ExerCise 2 Creating Questions of Different Types
(approximately 30 minutes)

1 DIVIde the group mto teams Bnefly descnbe the dIfferent types of
questIons Ask the teams to wnte two examples of each type of ques­
tIon Encourage them to trunk about theIr research tOpIC when formu­
latmg then questIons When they are fmIshed, ask two volunteers from
one team to read theIr questIons For example, two people from one
team read theIr forced questIOns Have another team deCIde whether
the questIon does or does not reflect the category It was mtended to
represent (e g, "Is the sample questIon really a forced questIon?")
If the questIon was stated correctly, the team gets a pomt
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2 If the question does not reflect the category it was mtended to represent
(e g, It was supposed to be a forced question but is really a closed ques­
tion), then ask the team who wrote the question to rephrase it to fit the
mtended category

3 Before movmg on to the next example, ask if the question that was Just
presented is appropnate to use durmg a focus group and if it can be
phrased m a more effective manner Ask the other team to try to
rephrase the question to make it more appropnate and/or effective
(e g, "Don't you thmk you should breastfeed your baby?" could
become "How do you feel about breastfeedmg your baby?"

4 Contmue havmg the teams read, comment on, and rephrase questiOns
until all questions have been read Invite group members to thmk
about then own expenence m askmg and respondmg to questions Ask
what else affects how people answer questions For example, someone
might pomt out that the tone of VOice and mflectIon can make a differ­
ence m the way a questiOn is perceived
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Probmg for More

OVERVIEW

Probmg IS a way to get addItIonal mformatIon or to better understand what
someone has saId A probe can be a questIon, statement, or moment of
SIlence

Reasons to Probe

• To learn more about underlymg mearungs or feelmgs

E g , Jenny, when we were dlSCUSSzng the clznIc
staff, you sald they were rude I would lzke to hear
more about that

• To clanfy a speciDc word m a partIcIpant's answer

E g , I am not jamIlzar WIth the term, sexzng up ,

• To get more mformatIon about a behavIOr or process

E g , So how do you prepare the dIsh once you have
all those zngredlents?

• To fIrush an mcomplete thought or statement

E g , Martha, you started to say that you tned ORS
once but

• To fmd out the baSIS for a partICIpant's prevIOUS answer

E g , answer It works

Respond to the statement by usmg a probe
How can you tell that It works?

Some Ways to Probe

• Remam SIlent to allow partIcIpants tIme to amplIfy what they saId

• Restate what the partICIpant has Just Said

• Repeat the partICIpant's words as a questIon

E g , It's good?
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• Gently confront the particIpant to clarIfy a posItIon

E g , I'm a little confused Earller I thought lfOU

sazd but now I'm hearzng

• Use key word probes m response to partICIpant's statements

E g , It's good What about It IS good?

It would be convenzent In what way would It be
convenzent?

• Use the thIrd person technIque

E g , You seem to feel strongly about this How do
you thmk others might feel about It?

• Use questIons that begm WIth "what" or "how" (open questIons)
because they mVIte an m-depth response and demand thought

Things to AVOid

• AVOId questIons that begm wIth"do you" or "are you" because they
are closed questIons whIch generally proVIde very httle mformatIon In
some cases, however, they can help ehcIt honest, personal reflectIOns
about speCIfIc research tOpICS (e g , so, Juho, do you agree WIth what the
doctor told you?)

• AVOId questIons that begm WIth "why" because they can put a partICI­
pant on the defensIve Usually the questIOn can be restated usmg
"what" m the place of "why" SometImes It IS ImpossIble to aVOId
usmg "why" In thIS case, you should be careful to use the word m a
nonJudgmental tone and manner

• AVOId too much probmg on the same Issue or statement because thIS
may make a person feel pushed

• AVOId Judgmental tones that make a person feel that you are challeng­
mg hIS or her truthfulness or lOgIC

How Moderators Use This Skill

Probmg IS often the key to (1) learmng somethmg new from a focus group,
(2) bemg mspired by a focus group, and (3) havmg a group truly change the
moderator's perspectIve on an Issue WIthout probmg, even a long and
actIve focus group dISCUSSIon can generate superfICIal and predIctable fmd­
mgs One of the great advantages of thIS type of research over structured
mterviews or surveys IS that the moderator has the opportumty to probe
He or she can go beyond a partICIpant's mitIal response to help achIeve the
research objectIves Although pOSSIble probes on certam Issues should be

Skill Probing for More Over IPW



bUIlt mto the tOpIC gUIde under mam questIons, probes cannot be entIrely
planned ThIS IS because you never really know what mtereshng and
relevant Issues WIll be raIsed by particIpants' WIth practice m moderahng
groups, you WIll become better at knowmg not only how to probe but, more
Importantly, when to probe That IS what good moderahng IS all about

Examples of Probing Questions and Statements

• Can you tell me more about that?

• What about that?

• What do you mean by that?

• What makes you feel that way?

• Can you thmk of an example of that?

• I would lIke to know more about your thmkmg on that Issue

• I am not sure I understand how you are usmg the word

• What are some of your reasons for lIkmg It?

• What about It do you lIke?

• What does the message say for you?

• What does It say to you personally?

• What were you thmkmg as you were watchmg It?

• What stood out m your mmd? What other thmgs made an ImpreSSIOn?

• You started to say somethmg about ?

• You mentIoned somethIng about ?

• Old you get any new mSIghts about ? from the ?

• What words would you use to descnbe ?
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Introduce the exerCIse by explammg to partiCipants that they wIll learn and
practice an Important moderator skIll probmg effectively Bnefly descnbe
the skIll Explam that durmg the exerCIse they wIll get a better Idea of how
to get further meamng and clanty wIthout offendmg or threatemng partiCI­
pants

Do each exerCIse Dlstnbute the skill overVIew to partiCipants GIve them
time to read It and answer any questions they may have about the use of the
skill to moderate focus groups

Exercise I What Have I Done? (approximately 45 minutes)

1 Seat the group m a large cIrcle m chairs or on the floor and explam that
for 15 mmutes you are gomg to mtervlew them separately about
_______ (a tOpIC that the group has m common, such as hvmg
m the same town) Ask everyone to pay attention to the process, that IS,
what you are domg and saymg as the mtervlewer

2 Face someone m the group Ask a general question about the tOpIC you
have chosen and gradually begm to probe the partiCipant's responses
by usmg questions and other technIques suggested m the skIll
overVIew Probe well, but make some mIstakes (e g, use "why", be
aggressIve) After fIve mmutes, face someone else and mtervlew hIm
or her m the same way

3 Ask the mtervlewees how they felt when you mtervlewed them?

Ask the whole group

• What dId you notice about my actIons and questions?

• What dId you notice about the kmd of mformatIon shared dunng the
group mtervlew?

Ask someone to wnte group members' comments on a large sheet of
paper

4 Explam that what you were domg IS called probmg, whIch IS useful for
mtervlewers and focus group moderators The challenge m probmg IS
to get depth and clanty wIthout makmg a person talkmg feel uncom­
fortable Ask particIpants what the purpose of probmg IS Expand on
theIr answers

5 Use a flIp chart or large sheet of paper wIth the followmg mformatIon
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Probmg encourages a participant to

• clarify a prevIous answer and give more
details about feelings and opinions

• push the dIScussion to a level beneath
the surface of an InItial response

6 Ask group members to thmk agam about the kmds of questions and
techruques you used as the mterviewer From what they have seen, ask
them what are effective ways to probe and what are meffectIve ways to
probe

exercIse 2 TestIng It Out (approXImately 45 minutes)

Tills exerCIse should be done only after complehng ExerClse 1

1 Ask group members to stand m a Clrcle wIth the examples of probes
from the skill overvIew

2 DesIgnate one member of the group to make a statement Explam that
the person to the desIgnated member's nght WIll offer one pOSSIble
probe (or pass) The next person WIll offer another pOSSIble probe (a
question or a statement or sIlence), and so on until no one else wants to
suggest a good probe for that statement

3 GIve the desIgnated member a card wIth a statement on It from the lIst
shown below (or one of your own mventIon)

Statements To EliCit Probing

• Children should not be ImmunIzed
• Children should not be given flUids when they are Sick
• Iodized salt prevents gOiter
• The pill causes cancer
• It IS bad to drink alcohol when you are pregnant

4 Move around the group clockWIse The last person to offer a good
probe wIll begm the next round WIth a new statement Conhnue
through fIVe rounds or untIl you feel the group IS ready to move on to
discussmg the exerCIse

5 After each round, pomt out ways to make the suggested probes more
effective (see the skIll overvIew) E g, Suggest that partiCIpants restate
uwhyu probes

6 At the end of all rounds, dISCUSS the exerCIse Ask what questions or
techruques seemed to work best and whether there are any questions or
techruques that should be aVOIded
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USing Simple language

OVERVIEW

When askmg questIons or carrymg on a dIScussIon durmg a focus group ses­
SIOn, It IS Important to use vocabulary appropnate to the background and
level of expertise of the particIpants TechnIcal terms should be mcluded
only If the partiCIpants are already comfortable wIth them

It IS common for professIOnals m any fIeld to use termmology that the
general publIc does not understand Often they use thIS termmology to be
technIcally correct Usmg language that IS too formal or technIcal, however,
can mtImidate partIcIpants m a focus group dIScussIon and make you seem
dIfferent from and more expert than they are

It IS also Important to ask partIcIpants what terms they use rather than sug­
gestmg a "corred" term Research has shown, for example, that people have
many terms for dIarrhea, each WIth dIstInct (and Important) symptoms and
causes Trymg to lump all these perceIved dIfferences under one technIcally
correct term would prevent valuable mSIghts

How Moderators Use This Skill

Complex language IS not appropnate when communIcatmg WIth partiCI­
pants It IS Important to match your questIOns or mformatIon to the vocabu­
lary of group members To make sure your mformatIon IS clear

• use short words and sentences

• use words that the particIpants understand and

• lIsten and ask for terms they use

Focus group dIScussIons are often used to help deSIgn matenals for the
publIc As moderators begm to adopt "the language of the people" and
check to make sure they are usmg the terms correctly, they Identify the
language to use m theIr rnatenals
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GROUP EXERCISE

Exercise I Simplify, Simplify (approximately 45 minutes)

1 Introduce the exerCIse by bnefly descnbmg the skIll Explam that m
thIS exerCIse parhClpants wIll consIder the advantages of sImple lan­
guage They wIll prachce usmg sImple language so that they can do
thIs as focus group moderators

2 Stand before the group and read the followmg statement once

The medIcal nsks ofpregnancy are greater m adoles­
cent women than m women over 20 years ofage
Problems more lzkely to occur are prematUlIty, low­
bIrth-we1ght babzes, maternal and mfant mortalzty,
anemw, and preeclamps1a

Ask everyone m the group to wnte what you have Just read When
they have fmIshed, ask a few parhClpants to restate what they have
understood from the statement

3 Use a flIpchart or large sheet of paper to guIde a dIscussIOn of the
followmg

Briefly diSCUSS

• /lot» many re-oorde-d tlw $ltate-me-nt aooarate-f!J?

• /low muoh de-tall t»M fe-it out?

• /lot» muohge-n&raf ooncept t»M oaptared?

4 Now read the followmg statement

G1rls under 20 suffer more health nsks durmg
pregnancy There 1S agreater chance than w1th
older women that a teenage mother or her baby
WIll become SIck or d1e

ConsIder the followmg

• What do you understand from thIS verSIOn of the statement?

• How IS thIS verSIOn dIfferent from the fIrst?

• What m the wordmg of the fIrst statement makes It hard to
understand?
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5 Wnte the followmg sample question, whIch mcludes technIcal terms,
on the fhpchart

What IS the reactlOn offemales m thIS 1eglOn to antl­
malarIal chemoprophylaxIs durmg pregnancy?

Ask partiCIpants to wnte how they would rephrase the question so that
It IS clear to focus group partiCIpants who do not have medIcal trammg
(e g, how do women m thIS regIOn feel about takmg medIcme to pre­
vent malana when they are pregnant?)

Ask group members to talk about what they have wntten

6 DISCUSS why It IS Important to word questions and comments m
language appropnate to the partiCIpants' own language

Ask the partiCIpants to gIve examples from theIr own work where
complex words make a SImple pomt seem dIffIcult

7 Ask how usmg SImpler language would strengthen focus group
moderating

Some examples mclude the followmg

• AVOIdmg misunderstandmg

• EstablIshmg "approachabIlIty"

• AVOIdmg havmg a focus group moderator vIewed as an expert,
whIch may mhIbIt partiCIpants

DISCUSS examples of the above

8 Close by dIstnbutmg the overVIew of the skIll to the partiCIpants
GIVe them time to read It and answer any questIOns they may have
about the use of the skill to moderate focus groups

Skill USing Simple Language ExerCISes



Becommg Objective

OVERVIEW

The moderator's personal values may dIffer from those of the partIcIpants
To deal WIth these dIffermg values, It helps to remember that

• the backgrounds and experIences of mdlvlduals mfluence theIr percep­
tIons, values, and belIef systems

• when people understand theIr own values, they can better apprecIate
and respect those of others

Focus group moderators must be aware that theIr values may mfluence the
way they commurucate They should ensure that they do not Impose theIr
belIefs on partICIpants It IS Important to show respect for the values of
others as they emerge m focus group dIscussIOns For Issues mvolvmg
values, there are no rIght or wrong answers

How Moderators Use this Skill

Moderators' personal feelmgs or values about the research tOpIC or partICI­
pants can mfluence how they conduct focus group dIscuSSIOns TheIr
experIence WIth and attItude toward the tOpIC may mfluence how they
present mformatIon They should not let partICIpants know through words
or expressIOns how they feel about a tOpIC or what partICIpants are saymg
It IS Important that they appear objectIve m how they present mformatIon
and ask questIons
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BECOMING
OBJECTIVE

EXEftCISES

GROUP EXERCISE

Exercise I What I Feel and Why (approximately 60 minutes)

1 Introduce the exerCise by explammg to partiCipants that they will
(1) explore their value systems, (2) discubs beliefs contrary to their own
values, (3) expenence the difficulty m expressmg their values to others,
and (4) better understand how personal belief systems mfluence all of
us

2 Bnefly descnbe the skill Ask how partiCipants have used this skill to
moderate focus groups or how they plan to use this skill Use the mfor­
matIon m the overView to expand on what they say

3 Ask everyone to stand Explam that they Will be "takmg a stand" on
certam issues Ask them to hsten as you read one of the followmg
statements (or ones you have prepared based on your research tOpiC)
wntten on the flipchart As they hsten, they should thmk about how
they feel about the statement and decide whether they agree with it or
not Ask those who agree with a statement you have Just read to stand
m one designated area Ask those who disagree to stand m another
area Those who are not sure should stand between the two groups

4 Read the followmg statements one at a time

• Family plannmg is agamst our traditions

• A mother knows what is best for her child

• Women should obey their husbands

• People know only what you tell them

• You cannot aVOid death from cholera if it is your time to go

• There is no such thmg as too many people

• Women should breastfeed only m the home

5 After each statement, ask the members of each group to discuss among
themselves why they agree or disagree with the statement Each group
should select a spokesperson After fIve mmutes, have the spokesper­
son for the"agree" group report to the others why they agree Then
ask the spokesperson from the"disagree" group to do the same

If there is an "undecided group," giVe itS members the opportumty to
move mto one of the other two groups at this pomt

6 While the groups are still m their separate locations, ask for a volunteer
of the "agree" group to defend the opposmg position Then ask a
member of the"disagree" group to defend the opposmg position
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7 Brmg the groups back together Ask the parhCIpants to reflect on and
dISCUSS the followmg

• Were you surpnsed by your own answers? By those of other
parhCIpants?

• What are some of the reasons for dIfferent feelmgs among the group?

• DId the reactions of others make you feel uncomfortable about
expressmg your VIew or make you want to change your posItion?
What pomts made durmg the dIscussIOn led the "undeCIdeds" to
adopt a posihon?

• How dId you feel when you had to defend the OpposIte pomt of
VIew?

8 Conhnue wIth other statements until you feel the group members have
learned to reflect on what they feel and why

9 Close by dIstnbutIng the skIll overvIew to the partiCIpants Allow the
partiCIpants time to read the matenal and answer any queshons they
may have about use of the skIll to moderate focus groups
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ENCOURAGING
PARTICIPANTS
TO INTERACT

5 K ILL

Encouragmg Participants To Interact

OVERVIEW

The amount of time the moderator should spend talkmg m the focus group
vanes dunng each of the four stages of the group seSSlOn, as descnbed m
Step Four As the discusslOn moves forward through the four stages, the
moderator should encourage the particIpants to do most of the talkmg until
the concludmg stage

Focus group research IS more lIkely to fmd valId mformatIon when the par­
tiCIpants speak and respond to one another mstead of dIrectmg theIr com­
ments to the moderator A purpose of thIs trammg IS to provIde the skIlls
that enable you to create thIs essential dynamIc Because partiCIpants see the
moderator as bemg m charge and more knowledgeable about the process
and the subject, they wIll tend to look to the moderator for permIsslOn to
speak and approval for speakmg The skIlls that encourage a more relaxed
and natural dIscuSSlOn among partiCIpants are key to success wIth focus
group research Do not, however, let partiCIpants engage m pnvate, parallel
conversatIons at the same time that someone else IS talkmg

How Moderators Use thiS Skill

One of the most challengmg tasks for the moderator IS to create and encour­
age the diSCUSSlOn among partiCIpants that should take place dunng the m­
depth stage It IS cntIcal to encourage discusslOn because thIS IS when some
of the nchest data are found and when unexpected Issues usually surface

Some technIques to help encourage dIScussIon among partiCIpants are

• Be careful not to mterrupt a dIScussIon among partiCIpants the fIrst few
times they begm to talk to one another Even If the mItIal dIScussIons
dnft away from the research tOpIC, It IS better to let them contmue for a
few mmutes so that the partiCIpants get the Idea that they may talk to
each other Once dIscuSSlOn m the group gets gomg, however, you
should mterrupt the dIScussIon If partiCIpants are gettmg off the sub­
Ject

• Restate the rule (whIch should be mentioned dunng the mtroductIon)
that partiCIpants do not have to Wait for the moderator to mVIte them to
speak They should feel free to respond to one another The moderator
IS mterested m hearmg all opmlOns

• Refer questlOns to the group

E g , What do you thmk about what John Just said?
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• Use your body language to gIVe someone "permIssIon" to speak
ThIs IS especIally Important If It appears as though a person wants to
say somethIng about what someone else has saId

E g , You can look at the person, subtly tllt your
head, and ralse an eyebrow m a "questwnmg" ges­
ture

Once you are comfortable In USIng these techruques effectIvely, you can try
some of the folloWIng more challengIng technIques

• Use sIlence to your advantage Do not be IntImIdated If no one IS
talkIng SIlence can make partICIpants talkatIve as they feel compelled
to fIll the vOId created by the absence of dIscussIOn

• Use Incomplete statements

E g , I don't know, maybe breastfeedmg Isn't so ,
and Walt for responses

• Use controversIal or erroneous statements and walt for responses
You mIght preface these WIth "some people say that "

E g , Some people say that breastfeedmg causes
mothers to resent thelr babIes

• PractIce a form of sophIstIcated naIvete

E g , Oh, I dldn't know that Can you tell me more
about It?
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VIsualIze the pattern of conversatIon In your focus group dIScussIons to see If
they reflect the patterns descnbed In Step Four If your pattern resembles the
two IllustratIOns below, you have not achieved a true group dIscussIOn In
the fIrst, you have fallen Into senal IntervieWIng and In the second, one per­
son has domInated the dIScussIon
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GROUP EXERCISES

Select one of the exerCIses below and prepare the matenals you WIll need,
mcludmg fhpcharts and copIes of the skIll overvIew for partiCipants The
exerCIses teach dIfferent skIlls When possIble, It WIll be helpful to complete
all the exerCIses

To mtroduce the exerCIse, dlstnbute the overVIew and gIVe partiCipants 10
mmutes to read It Then allow 10 mmutes for reVIew and questions

Explam to partiCipants that the purpose of the exerCIse IS to become more
aware of how much a moderator or a particIpant can dommate a dISCUSSIon
The followmg exerCIse demonstrates ways to aVOId thIs by stimulating more
particIpatory dISCUSSIOn

Do the exerCIse Close by lookrng agam at the skIll overVIew GIve partiCi­
pants time to read It and edIt any of the technIques for sparkmg group dIS­
CUSSIOn that they thInk they need to change for the culture m whIch they wIll
be domg theIr research

ExerCise I Sparking Conversation (approximately I hour and 45 minutes)

1 Before the seSSIon, prepare cards WIth the sample tOpICS and questions
for thIS exerCIse You could also create new cards WIth general tOpICS
and questions See examples below

ENCOURAGING
PARTICIPANTS
TO INTERACT

EXEftCISES

TopiC Working Women

Questions

What do you think about haVing
women In the workplace?

What Impact does It have on the
family when women work

What advantages are there to haVing
women dOing paid work?

TopiC DIfficultIes In Moderating
Focus Groups

Questions

What do you find (or expect) to be
the most difficult thing about moder­
ating a focus group diSCUSSion?

What do you fmd (or expect) to be
the easiest thing about moderating a
focus group diSCUSSion?

What do you (or would you do) to
mentally prepare yourself for leading
a focus group diSCUSSion?

How would you describe leading
a focus group diSCUSSion to a
colleague?
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Topic TraInIng

Questions

What do you think about the
training?

How would you have structured the
training differently?

What do you think about the
training site?

What do you think about the food at
the training?

Topic Tourism

Questions

What IS the Impact of tourism on
our country?

What can we do to encourage
tourism?

What do we do to discourage
tourism?

What do we want tourism to be like
In our country In the year 2000?

Topic PollutIon

Questions

How has pollution affected our
country?

What can we do to reduce pollution?

How can we Influence our politicians
to make changes that will reduce
pollution?

What can we teach our children
that will help them reduce/control
pollution?

Topic FamIly Planmng

Questions

What IS family plannmg?

What are the advantages of family
plannmg?

What are the dIsadvantages of It?

What should our children be taught
about It?
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CARD 7

Topic Family

Questions

What IS the biggest Influence on
families today In our country?

What do we think families will be
like when our children (or grandchil­
dren) start having their own families?

How can we make our families
stronger In the future?

What role should the government
play In influencing our families?

CAJI\D I

Topic Work

Questions

What do you think about your Job?

What would you change about your
Job?

What would you like your Job to be
like In 10 years?

What do your family and fnends
think about your work?

2 Put cards mto a contamer and ask the partIcIpants to each select a card
Tell them not to share the contents of theIr card WIth other partICIpants

3 Seat everyone m a cIrcle Explam to partICIpants that they WIll have 10
mmutes to lead a dIscussIOn based on the tOpIC and questIons on theIr
card Remmd them that the moderator needs to get partICIpants to talk
wIth each other and not Just wIth the moderator If the moderator uses
up the questIons on rus or her card, he or she needs to ask addItIonal
probmg, open-ended questIons

4 Durmg each dIScussIon, make a dIagram of the group by drawmg a CIr­
cle and puttIng m a number for each partICIpant and the moderator
Each tIme the moderator or a partICIpant speaks, ask someone to draw
a lme on the dIagram

4

6

In
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5 After each dIscussIOn, bnefly consIder the followmg

• Usmg the dIagram, determme If a dIscuSSIOn took place between all
partICIpants? DId anyone dommate the dIscussIOn? Who? Why?

• What dId the moderator do that encouraged group dIscussIOn?

• What dId the moderator do that mhIbIted group dIscussIOn?

• DId the moderator talk too much? If so, what could she or he have
done to talk less?

ExercIsE" 2 Culturally Appropnate Ways To Encourage Groups To Talk
(approximately I hour and 20 minutes)

1 DIVIde the partIcIpants mto two groups and aSSIgn the fIrst four ques­
tIons lIsted below to one group and the second four questIons to the
second group GIVe each group 40 mmutes to dISCUSS theIr questIons

2 The groups should answer these questIons m a culturally appropnate
manner The goal IS to create a lIst of actIOns that wIll help the modera­
tor to faCIlItate group mteractIon Each group should wnte ItS lIst of
recommendatIons on a large sheet of paper

• What kmd of SIgnals can the moderator send usmg body language to
encourage the conversatIon? (E g, m some cultures It IS consIdered
confrontatIonal to look someone m the eye, but m other cultures It IS
consIdered rude or untrustworthy not to look a person m the eye
durmg dIrect conversatIOn)

• Are there any rules of socIal etIquette that can help or hmder a mod­
erator? (In some countnes It IS socIally unacceptable for a younger
person to mterrupt an elder It would therefore be necessary for the
moderator to be of the same age as or older than the partIcIpants)

• What culturally appropnate SIgnals can the moderator gIve to show
uncondItIonal regard and acceptance of the group's partIcIpants?

• What can the moderator do to appear obJectIve?

• How can the moderator mterrupt a partIcIpant WIthout appearmg
rude?

• What can a moderator do to encourage someone who IS shy to talk?

• What can a moderator do when the group wanders off the subject?

• DISCUSS how conflIct IS managed m a group SItuatIOn m your culture
What can the moderator do to encourage the expressIOn of conflIct­
mgvIews?
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3 GlVe the fIrst group 10 mmutes to present Its recommendations and
allow 10 mmutes for questions and further suggestions Repeat the
process for the second group Summanze the key pomts that emerge

ExerCise 3 Round Robin Practice (approximately I hour and 10 mInutes)

1 Select a tOpIC gUIde drafted by one of the partiCIpants Have hIm or her
descnbe the focus group obJectives (Step One) and partiCIpant profIle
(Step Two) Explam that you wIll use theIr gUIde for thIS exerCIse

2 Arrange everyone m a CIrcle for a mock focus group dIScussIon Ask
one person to take the role of note taker for the entire practice Explam
that all others wIll have an estimated fIve mmutes to take a turn as
moderator Each should pIck up where the last one left off and try to
carry the thread of dIscussIOn Urge them all to thmk ahead ("What
wIll happen If I ask thIs? Where wIll the dIscussIOn go? Is that what I
want?")

3 Explam to those who are not moderatlng that they should play the role
of focus group partiCIpants, respondmg as they thmk someone would
who fIts the partiCIpant profIle

4 Begm WIth one moderator and progress through the tOpIC gUIde

As faCIlItator, you should do the followmg

• Keep time After fIve mmutes, ask each moderator to pass the gUIde
to a neIghbor

• Pause after each of the four stages of the tOpIC gUIde for group mem­
bers to reflect on the process and provIde feedback to each other on
moderation skIlls and what IS happenmg m the group

• Call attention to speCIfIc moments at whIch the moderator mIght
have been more effective by takmg a dIfferent approach

5 After the practice, have group members complete a collective evalua­
tion form and dISCUSS whIch skills they need to Improve Look
speCIfIcally at common mIstakes made by new moderators (e g, senal
mtervIewmg, allowmg the group to wander, mIssmg opportunIties for
probes, talkmg too much)
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Exercise 4 Handling Problem Situations (approximately I hour, IS minutes)

1 Before the seSSIOn, prepare cards from the mformatiOn below Each
card should descnbe a dIfferent problem participant (Do not mclude
the Strategy on the cards)

2 Fold the cards to hIde the mformatIon Number the cards on the out­
sIde and dlstnbute them among partiCipants

3 Ask particIpants to remember theIr own numbers, open the card, and
sIlently read the descnptiOn of the types of partiCipants they WIll be
durmg the group dISCUSSIOn Explam that they should assume the roles
descnbed on the cards only when theIr own numbers are called They
should not reveal what roles they WIll play

4 Orgamze the group for another practice focus group dISCUSSIon (You
may want to use another draft tOpIC gUIde created by particIpants earlI­
er m the workshop) Have one person volunteer to start as moderator

5 As the group moves from stage one (Introduction) to stage two (rapport
bUIldIng), call out "card number 1" Allow the moderator to try to han­
dle thIS "problem partiCipant"

• Pause after about fIVe mInutes to do the followmg

Ask the moderator, "How dId thIS problem partiCipant' make you
feel?"

Ask the group the same question and "What did the moderator do
to deal WIth thIs particIpant?"

Ask cardholder 1, "What problem behaViOr IS suggested on your
card?"

Ask the group, "How else could a moderator deal WIth thIS prob­
lem?"

• Ask cardholder 1 to become the moderator and resume the practice
focus group dISCUSSiOn Call out card number 2 and contInue the
process until all problem SItuatIOns have been explored

• Dlstnbute copIes of SpeCIal PartiCIpant Problems and reVIew the sug­
gested strategIes
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Special PartIcipant Problems * (for use with Exercise 4)

The dommatmg partIcIpant ThIs person attempts to take over the group,
that IS, he or she lrutIates the conversatIons, defends rus or her posItIon, seeks
to mfluence others and must have the last word

Strategy I
AVOId eye contact or turn your body away from the dommahng partICI­
pant Call on other members of the group by name If necessary,
polItely tell the dommahng partICIpant that although hIS or her
thoughts are very mtereshng, you would lIke to have the Ideas of other
group members as well

Strategy II
On occaSIOn It may be necessary to ask a dommahng partICIpant to
leave the group Trus can be done by explammg to the partICIpant that
"because you know so much about , we would lIke you to com­
plete a more detaIled, m-depth questIonnaIre on the subJect" A"dIver­
sIOnary" questIonnaIre can then be admlllistered to the dommant group
member outsIde of the group room

The expert partIcIpant ThIs IS a specIal vanety of dommahng partICIpant
Even If he or she IS not attemptmg to lead the group, others WIll defer to rum
or her and 0plllions WIll be stIfled

Strategy
Deterffilne If the partICIpant IS a genume expert or a pseudo-expert
If genume, remmd rum or her that all comments are Important and that
others should be permItted to contnbute Ask the expert to respond
only after others have been heard It may also help to preface Issues
WIth phrases such as, "1 know John IS probably aware of "

If the partICIpant IS a pseudo-expert, ask other group members to comment
on rus or her responses It may even be necessary to be forceful and chal­
lenge rum or her as much as the group WIll tolerate

The tImId partIcIpant ThIs person IS heSItant to speak at all, may be shy or
anxIOUS about the group SItuatIon, or may not feel rus or her 0plllions are
worthwrule

Strategy
Use eye contact to pull the tImId group member mto the dIscussIOn and
to commurucate mterest m what he or she has to say Observe the tImId
member closely to see when he or she IS ready to speak If necessary,
fmd an easy, nonthreatenmg questIon and encourage a dIrect response
If partIcIpant becomes too III at ease, contmue the dIScussIon WIth other
partIcIpants and come back to rum or her later
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The verbose partIcIpant ThIs person goes on and on, seemmgly wIthout
end or purpose He or she may be a compulsIve talker or may be excessIvely
nervous

Strategy
Be more dIrectIve Use probes to request speCIfIcIty and concreteness
DIrect the partIcIpant back to the tOpIC at hand It may be necessary to
polItely mterrupt hIm or her Remmd the partIcIpant of the many tOpICS
you need to cover m a lImIted tIme frame Do all of thIS carefully wIth­
out alIenatmg the partIcIpant

The Irrelevant partIcIpant thIS person makes comments that do not relate
to the tOpIC and can steer the group off the subJect He or she may be
nervous or sImply a poor lIstener

Strategy
Try restatIng or paraphrasmg the questIon ConsIder commg back to
the questIon later

The Incomplete partIcIpant thIS person gIves partIal answers or even
nonresponses, such as "1 don't know" These partICIpants are especIally frus­
tratIng TheIr behavIOr often comes from lack of confidence or unusually
hIgh anXIety

Strategy
Work on strengthenmg rapport early m the dIscussIOn to prevent thIS
from happenIng throughout the group Try to get elaboratIon through
restatement Use other probmg technIques

The confused partIcIpant ThIs person appears confused or overwhelmed
durmg the group He or she commUnIcates thIs eIther verbally or nonverbally

Strategy
Acknowledge the sItuatIon ("You seem confused ") Try to rephrase
the questIOn Of, perhaps, provIde an example Attempt to ask the ques­
tIon agam later m the mterview

The overly posItIve partIcIpant thIS person IS glowmgly pOSItIve m all
responses He or she may want to please you by tellmg you what he or she
thInks you want to hear

Strategy
Remmd the partIcIpant of what he or she has been told dunng the
warm-up that you want to hear both pOSItIves and negatIves Try
playmg a trouble maker ("1 have heard some people say Just the oppo­
SIte ") Try thIrd-person language ("What about other people who you
know? How do you thmk they would fee!?")
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The negatIve partIcIpant ThIS person IS negatIve m all responses He or she
may be usmg thIS mtervIew to vent years of frustratIon and hostIhty He or
she may be determmed not to tell you any favorable Ideas or mformatIOn

Strategy
Be careful AVOId reactmg defenSIvely Try to defuse the partICIpant by
acknowledgmg ills or her hostIhty or negatIvIsm ("You seem to be
angry about tills That's okay, because I want to fmd out how you real­
ly feel ") Try probmg m the tillrd person

The hostIle partIcIpant Tills person "attacks" the moderator personally

Strategy
Agam, use care Try to defuse the partIcIpant by acknowledgmg the
SItuatIon Do not react defenSIvely' Try a short penod of SIlence
Put the onus on illm or her to explam the reasons for the attack

The dlsruptmg partIcIpant ThIS person dISruptS the eqmhbnum of the con~

versatIon The partIcIpant may state that another group member's Ideas are
wrong or that the moderator's questIons are stupId

Strategy
Attempt to stabIhze the dIScussIon qmckly Ask other partIcIpants to
comment on the dIsruptIng partICIpant's statement (Tills may be dan­
gerous If the dIsruptIve statement embarrassed or angered someone)
Or present an alternatIve pomt of VIew "that's mterestIng, but I have
heard some people say that they feel " Tills gIves other partICIpants
the opporturuty to choose one SIde or the other and contmue the dIS­
CUSSIOn

The questIomng partIcIpant Tills person contInues to ask the moderator for
ills or her opmlOns and feelmgs

Strategy
Plead lack of expenence or expertIse on the subject If that IS mappro­
pnate, acknowledge the SItuatIon ("hke anyone else, of course I have
an opmlOn about tills, but our purpose today IS to fmd out how you
feel ") If necessary, offer to gIve your opmlOns after the focus group
dISCUSSIon has ended Another approach IS to mqmre about the
thoughts and feelmgs that led to the partICIpant's questIons Try
restatIng the questIon to the group
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Focus Group
Researcher's Credo

Now that you have completed this GUide please consider this credo We hope you
will want to put checks In each box'

I, as a focus group researcher, solemnly agree that I will always follow these principles

~ Have Clear Research Objectives
Without a clear list of research needs you cannot proceed because It IS not
possible to develop a truly effective tOpiC gUide or to analyze research
findings properly You may also make the mistake of dOing focus group
discussions when another research techmque, such as quantitative
research, IS more appropriate

C Mamtaln ObjectiVity at All Times
If all parties Involved In the focus group research are not obJective, you may
end up with personal preferences or vested Interests ThiS Will distort the
research results and lead to less valid findings If you approach the research
with a bias, you may hear, evaluate, and elrelt responses and conclusions that
you want to hear You need to be objective enough to discard completely or
change dramatically the program, a product, creative materials, or any other
subject matter that may be under investigation uSing focus group research

:::J Have a Well Thought-out Topic GUide
If you do not have a carefully thought-out tOpiC gUide that addresses the
research needs and has been discussed thoroughly between the research
team and the moderator, It IS unlikely that the outcome of the focus group
meet the research needs or prove truly valuable

== Respect Your PartiCipant Selection Criteria
If you do not have the right partiCipants or the appropriate partiCipant miX,
your results may be questionable If the partiCipants In the focus groups do
not meet the selection Criteria, you must be Willing to disregard findings from
that group

D Use a Skilled Moderator
Moderating IS not easy You need to find the best people to do the Job and
see that they are adequately trained A beginning moderator can usually eliCit
acceptable research results, but a highly skilled moderator can make all the
difference You need to strive for that level of skill

:::J Use Focus Groups Qualitatively, Not Quantitatively
Focus groups should never be analyzed quantitatively (that IS, by citing num­
bers or uSing percentages) You are looking for patterns and "whys," not
numbers However, focus group results may yield hypotheses or other
insights that Will lead you to undertake quantitative research for Verification

Focus Group Researcher s Credo
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NOTES TO A WORKSHOP lEADER

How Should I Design the Workshop?

On the followmg pages, we suggest a complete four-day workshop Durmg
the workshop, partlcipants use the GUide, watch the VIdeo, and refer to the
Handbook Read through the suggested deSIgn now to understand how It
works Watch the VIdeo and read the Handbook

Change the workshop deSIgn to fit your partICipants' needs and the avaIlable
tIme you have, but make sure that the followmg thIngs are accomplIshed

• See that partICipants complete the worksheets m A Step-by-Step
Approach to Focus Group Research m sequence from the begmnmg to
the end The steps buIld on each other so that partICipants can use
what they learn m one step before movmg to the next

• PartICipants should understand the functIon of focus groups before
they watch the VIdeo

• As you tailor the deSIgn to your partICipants, keep m mmd that they
should practlce IIstenmg and probmg before they practIce moderatIng a
whole focus group dISCUSSIon Also, they should practIce moderatIng
focus groups among themselves fIrst and then practIce m the commumty

• Set up the practIce focus group m the commumty before the workshop
begms Try to recrUit focus group partICipants who match the descnp­
tIon for one of the workshop attendees' research actIVItIes, If you know
thIS ahead of tIme If not, thInk of a possIble focus group research actIv­
Ity that WIll be of mterest to your workshop partICipants Complete
Steps One through Four for thIs actlvity and recrUit the partICipants for
It The day before the practlce, remmd focus group partICipants and
VISIt the practIce locale

What EqUipment or Matenals Will I Need?

For most of the workshop, you WIll need only a flIpchart or large sheets of
paper and markers On the second day, you WIll need a televIsIOn and a
VIdeo cassette player to watch the VIdeo See the matenals column on the
workshop deSIgn for speCific matenals you WIll need to prepare or to photo­
copy for partICipants

How Much Experience Do I Need?

To lead thIs workshop, you should feel comfortable encouragmg people
to learn from theIr own expenences and mIstakes You should know
what focus groups are and how to moderate well If you are not a skilled
moderator, fmd one to help you durmg the workshop SpeCifIcally, the
skilled moderator can help to (1) gIve feedback on the worksheets and
(2) co-faCilItate some skill-bUIldmg exerCIses (e g, askmg questIons WIth care,
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gentle but productive probmg, and conductmg round-robm practice) Most
Important, a skIlled moderator can help by observmg and discussmg the
practice focus group dIScussIon m the commumty (Step Seven)

How Should I Organize the Group Exercises?

Before domg any of the exerCIses m the Skills Section, do the followmg

• Read through the skIlls descnptions and exerCIse options

• PIck the exerCise best for your group

• Reestimate the time needed for each exerCIse accordmg to the expen­
ence and SIze of the group

• Adapt and prepare matenals for each exerCIse (They are shown and
descnbed withm each exercIse)

• Photocopy the skills descnptions for workshop partiCipants, but-m
most caseS-Wait until after the exerCises to hand them out ThIs way
partiCipants are more lIkely to learn through theIr own expenence
rather than from Just what IS wntten m the handouts

• Always make the lmk between the skIll and the act of moderatmg a
focus group dIScussIon For example, show how probmg can be used
and misused m focus groups
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SUGGESTED WORKSHOP DESIGN

DAY ONE

Workshop Session Time Estimate How to Lead the Session Session Matenals

127

Focus Groups
The Big PIcture

Group
Introduction

Overview of the
Workshop

Break

45 min

I hr

30 min

15 min

DIscuss each section of Before You
Start, pages 2-6

Explain that the purpose of thiS activity IS to
familiarize everyone With concepts they will
explore over the next few days Ask every­
one to Sit In a Circle With the pile of cards In

the middle

Read one of the words Anyone can take the
card and define It for the others Ask
"Does anyone disagree With that definition?
"Does anyone want to add to It?' Read the
definition In the glossary DISCUSS briefly and
continue for each

Hand out copies of the Before You Start
section and give partiCIpants time to read It
on theIr own POint out the references to
the Handbook, which they can use to get
more information throughout the workshop
and In their future work

See Skill Finding Similarities and
Differences, pages 74-77 Do ExerCise I
ThiS exercise not only bUilds moderator skills
but helps the group get to know each other

Explain that partiCipants will prepare for
their own focus group research watch and
diSCUSS a Video, complete exercises to
bUild moderator skills and practice among
themselves

DISCUSS the workshop schedule and lOgiStiCS
Explain the flow of sessions DeSCribe the
practice focus group for day three that you
have set up Explain that one or two people
Will do the practice In the community while
others observe and take notes

AppendiX Workshop DeSign

Cards each With one
word selected from the
glossary

Fhpchart

One copy per partiCI­
pant Before You Start

One copy per partiCI­
pant Handbook for
ExcellencemFocus
Group Research

One copy per partiCI­
pant Overview page
74

An agenda for the four­
day workshop on a
sheet on the wall
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Workshop Session Time Estimate How to Lead the Session Session Materials

BUlldmg
Moderator Skills

The Tramlng Video

LUNCH

Completion and
discussion of Step
One, Decide If
Focus Groups are
the Right Tool for
You to Get the
Information You
Need, pages 10­
14

30mm

I hr

I hr

128

See Skill Recognizing Nonverbal
CommUniCation, pages 78-82 Select an
exercise

Go through the Answers CO
Cluescjons Raised In che Video
part of the GUide Show the video once and
get the group's overall reaction

Questions you may want to pose to the
group "How did the video make you feel
about moderatmg?" or "What thoughts do
you have now about usmg focus groups m
your work?"

Explam that participants will watch selected
clips from the video and discuss each m detail
later m the workshop Remind them that
this IS an example of usmg focus group dis­
cussions to pretest materials After lunch,
they will look at other ways m which focus
group diScussions have been used and start
to prepare their own research activity

Ask participants to think of an actual research
activity they plan to do In the near future Then
break mto teams of one to four people who
plan to work on the same research activity
Explain that they Will work through all prepara­
tion steps together over the next few days

Ask them to read by teams the Information and
the example provided mStep One Complete
the Step One worksheets As participants work,
walk around and give gUidance

Have teams give each other feedback In pairs or
by rotating from team to team

Feedback question "Would you recommend
we change our worksheets?' "If so, how?"

Appendix Workshop Desl?n

One copy per particI­
pant Overview, other
materials described m
the exercise

Video TV and Video
cassette player

Fllpchart

One copy per team
overview, example, and
worksheets for Step
One
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DAY ONE

Workshop Session Time Estimate How to Lead the Session Session Matenals

Break

Completion and
diScussion of Step
Two, Determme
Who Should
Participate In Your
Focus Group
Research, pages
15-20

Buildmg
Moderator Skills

Review and
Wrap Up

15mm

I hr

I hr

15 min

As before, ask the group to work m teams

See Skill Askmg Questions with Care,
pages 89-94 Do ExerCise I

Close with a diSCUSSion m pairs, "What were
the three most valuable things you learned
today about moderatmg focus groups? '
In a large group ask each pair to share one
response until all pomts have been stated

One copy per team
overview, example, and
worksheets for Step
Two

One copy per particI­
pant Overview other
matenals described In
the exercise

Fhpchart

Participant Preparation for Day Two
RevIse worksheets from Steps One and Two followmg suggeshons of the group
Readmg Handbook, sechons 5 and 7
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Workshop Session Time Estimate How to Lead the Session Session Matenals

Completion and
discussion of Step
Three, Drafting a
Screening
Questionnaire,
pages 21-26

Completion and
diScussion of Step
Four, Develop A
Topic GUIde,
pages 27-36

BuIlding
Moderator Skills

BUIlding
Moderator Skills

LUNCH

Training Video
Answers to
Questions Raised
In the Video pages
57-69

Break

30 min

I hr, 30 min

I hr

I hr

45 min

(5 -10 min per
question,

depending on
size and

expenence of
group)

15 min

130

Continue to have the group work In proJect
teams Help teams complete worksheets

Continue to have groups work In teams
Help them prepare worksheets

See Skill Llstemng Effectively, pages 83­
88 Choose an exercise

See Skill Probmg for More, pages 95-99
Select an exercise

Show clips that follow Immediately on the
Videotape Do questions One through Five
Pause after each and have one participant
record everyone's comments to the questIon
on a fllpchart or large sheet of paper
Encourage participants to use examples from
their own expenences to explain and c1anfy
what they say After each diScussion ques­
tion, enhance and correct theIr responses,
uSing Answers to Questions, pages 57­
69

Appendix Workshop Design

One copy per team
Information, example,
and worksheets for
Step Three

One copy per team
information, example,
and worksheet for Step
Four

One copy per partIcI­
pant Overview, other
matenals descnbed In

the exercise

One copy per particI­
pant Overview, other
matenals descnbed In

the exercise

Video, TV Video cas­
sette player

Optional One copy
per participant of
Answers to
Questions



DAY TWO

Workshop SessIon Time Estimate How to Lead the Session Session Matenals

Focus Group
Practice Among
Workshop
Participants

Training Video
Answers to
Questions Raised
In the Video

ReVIsIon of Step
Four, Develop a
Topic GUide for
Your Research
Needs

Review and
Wrap Up

1 hr, 10 min

45 min

45 min

15 min

See Skill Encouraging Participants To
Interact, pages 106-1 17 Do at least one
round-robin practice In whIch everyone gets
a chance to moderate

DIscuss questions SIX through Ten

Based on the round-robin practice and the
exercises on Questions and Probing, ask
each team to revise ItS tOpIC gUide
Encourage the teams to read the gUIde to
several friends and colleagues to make
further revIsions before they do their own
focus group research

I

With participants In pairs, review three things I
they learned about focus group diSCUSSions

Materials described In

group exercise

Video TV Video cas­
sette player
OptIonal One copy
per partIcipant of
Answers to
Questions

TopiC gUides developed
In Step Four, Skill
Overviews on Asking
Questions With Care
Probing For More and
Encouraging
Participants To Interact
(Participants should
already have copies of
thiS material)

Participant's preparation for Day Three

Read Handbook, Sechons 3 and 8
As a remmder, call those you recrUIted for the prachce focus group (tomorrow)
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Workshop Session Time Estimate How to Lead the Session Session Matenals

Moderator
Skill Building

Break

Completion and
diScussion of
Step Five, Design
Forms for the
Moderator and
Note Taker To
Use DUring a
Focus Group
DIScussion,
pages 37-41

Do and DIscuss
Step SIX,
Draft Your
Self-Evaluation
Form, pages 42-44

Completion and
diScussion of
Step Seven,
Practice a Focus
Group DISCUSSion
page 45-47

2 hrs

15mln

I hr

30 min

30 min

132

See Skill Encouraging Participants To
Interact pages I06-1 I7 Choose an exer­
C1se(s)

Create forms to use dUring the focus group
diScussion uSing worksheets

Draft Self-Evaluation Form uSing worksheets

Prepare participants for the practice by
reviewing the tOpiC gUIde they Will use
Show the first four steps you completed In

preparing for the practice so that partiCipants
understand the research purpose

Use the information In Step Seven to make
sure everyone has a role for the practice
focus group diSCUSSion

Two people may want to SWitch Into role of
moderator

Two people may want to use note taker's
forms

One person could greet and screen partiCI­
pants for the second tIme

AppendiX Wor~ shop De"or

One copy per particI­
pant Overview, other
materials desCribed In
the exercise

One copy per team
overview example, and
worksheet for
Step Five

One copy per team
information, example,
and worksheet for
Step SIX

One copy per particI­
pant Topic gUide you
drafted for the practice
(or one you have
chosen from partiCipant
drafts)

Overviews and work­
sheets for Step Seven



DAY THftEE

Workshop Session Time Estimate How to Lead the Session Session Matenals

CompletIon and
diScussion of
Step Seven
Practice a Focus
Group DIScussion
continued

LUNCH

Focus Group
PractIce Among
Communrty
Members

Completion and
diScussion of
Step Seven
Practice a Focus
Group DIscussion
pages 45-47

Review and
Wrap-Up

2 hrs, 30 min

I hr

15 min

One person could prepare visuals to docu­
ment the process of the group

Explain that today's practice should help
everyone better understand focus group
research but more practice should be
arranged After the workshop everyone
who plans to moderate focus groups for
actual research should schedule a practice In

the communrty In other words, they should
do Steps Seven and Eight wIth their own
participants and tOpiC gUide

See Handbook, Section Three, pages I 1-16
to help with lOgiStiCS of practice group

Ask the moderators to complete and diSCUSS
their self-evaluations from Step SIX and use
these self-evaluations or pictures from Step
Seven to discuss their experrences

Explain that tomorrow you Will use the
content of this practice group diScussion to
organrze and summarrze notes

In pairs, partIcipants should diSCUSS three
things they learned about themselves today
Go around the room and ask pairs to share
what they learned

SIX to seven members
of the communrty. a
tOpiC gUide. note taker s
forms

A qUiet location
refreshments, tape
recorder (optional)

lOne copy per team
overview from Step
Seven, and worksheets
from Step SIX

ParticIpants preparatIon for Day Four
Read Step EIght
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Workshop Session Time Estimate How to Lead the Session Session Materials

Completion and
diScussion of Step
Eight OrganIze
Your Notes for the
Research Report

Break

BUilding
Moderator Skills

More Practice
Among Workshop
Participants

Assess the Needs
of Workshop
Participants

LUNCH

2 hr

15mm

45 mm

I hr, 15 mm

15mm

134

Explam that participants will practice organIZ­
mg and summarizing notes from yesterday's
practice They can follow this same process
when they do their own diScussion group
after the workshop

Usmg the notes from yesterday's practice,
everyone should discuss Step Eight and work
on It together

You may want to have small groups work on
summarlzmg different diScussion questions
DIscuss how this practice would help pre­
pare them for their own future focus group
research

See Skill Asking Questions with Care
pages 89-94 Choose an exercise

See Skill Encouraging Participants To
Interact Do Exercise 4, Handling Problem
Situations, pages 106-1 I7

Ask group members what they would like to
work on this afternoon Explam that they
can split mto smaller groups work m project
teams, or work mdlvldually, uSing the Video
the Handbook and/or the GUide

As workshop leader, you may suggest addi­
tional sklll-bUlldmg exercises from the GUide,
based on what you and the group members
feel are their weaknesses

AppendiX Workshop DeSign

One copy per team
overview example, and
worksheet for Step
Eight

One copy per particI­
pant Overview, other
materials deSCribed In
the exercise

One copy per particI­
pant Overview, other
materials deSCribed m
the exercise



DAY FOUl' '

Workshop Session Time Estimate How to Lead the Session Session MaterIals

Focus on Needs of
Workshop
Participants

C10smg Exercise

3 hr

I hr

Ideas

Do more sklll-bUlldmg exercises Go back to
skills you touched on or new ones, such as
Usmg Simple Language

Do more round-robm moderatmg (with spe­
Cial feedback on how and when to probe)

Continue to practice With problem
situations

Show the Video one more time and ask
'What new things did you notice this time?"
"Why do you feel that It IS Important for you
as a future moderator?"

Do the second exercise under the Skill
Finding Similarities and Differences
This exercise will bUild the skill and help
participants stay connected to each other m
the future
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GLOSSARY

The followmg words and phrases are particularly lillportant when used m
discussmg focus group research

Acbve IIstemng IS IIstenmg carefully to the dISCUSSIon and usmg nonverbal
commumcatIon and feedback from the partiCIpants to move the dISCUSSIOn
logIcally from one pomt to the next

Feedback IS glYmg partiCIpants useful Ideas on how they could Improve
what they have Just done or saId It IS lillportant to get feedback on your
moderatIng skIlls from an expenenced moderator to learn to moderate effec­
tively

A focus group IS a loosely structured, mformal dISCUSSIon among SIX to ten
mdividuais who meet to reveal mformatIon on a particular research tOpIC In
focus group research, a skIlled moderator encourages people to talk WIth
each other and gams mSIght mto theIr feelmgs and thoughts on a particular
tOpIC

A focus group moderator sparks and guIdes the dISCUSSIOn among focus
group partiCIpants The moderator tnes to keep people talkmg about Issues
of mterest to the research WIthout mcludmg personal opmIOns or attempting
to educate partiCIpants

Four stages of focus groups are the mtroductIon, rapport bmldmg, m-depth
dISCUSSIon, and closure Focus groups are structured so that the group pass­
es through all four stages of dISCUSSIon

Lmkmg IS when a moderator recalls comments that partiCIpants have made
that are related to each other For example, "Several of you mentioned the
words fear, afraId, and scared durmg our dISCUSSIOn Let's talk more about
these feelmgs "

A moderator's summary sheet IS a form that mcludes names of and key
mformatIon on focus group partiCIpants It can help moderators personalIze
the dISCUSSIOn WIth a particular group of partiCIpants It serves as a
remmder of who IS m the group and what they have m common ThIs mfor­
matIon can be useful as a moderator gmdes the dISCUSSIOn

Nonverbal commumcabon IS conveymg mformatIon WIthOUt usmg words
ThIs mcludes eye contact, facial expreSSIOns, movements of the hands, body,
and head, and tone of VOIce

A note taker's form IS used by a note taker (sometimes referred to as an
aSSIstant moderator), who uses the form to wnte as much as pOSSIble about
what the group members say and how they react to dIfferent questions
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Open-ended questIons are questIOns that begm wIth "what," "how," "who"
or such phrases as "lIst what you thmk," "can you tell me," "can you
explam," "tell me more about" These kmds of questIons are used often In a
focus group dIScussIon because they encourage thoughtful, undIrected, and
honest responses from partIcIpants

Probmg IS the use of questIons, statements, or sIlence to get addItIonal mfor­
matIon or deeper meaning from what partICIpants say dunng a focus group
dIscussIOn

QualItatIve research proVIdes mformatIon on what people thmk, feel, and
do For example, some mothers feel that breastfeedIng IS not modern
QualItatIve research IS helpful m IdentIfymg Issues of Importance to better
understand the reasons why focus groups gIVe thIS kind of mformatIon

QuantItatIve research methods, such as wntten surveys or closed mter­
VIews, gIVe numencal estImates For example, 20 percent of mothers
surveyed breastfed theIr last chIld QuantItatIve research generates conclu­
SIve data It estImates how many people there are, venfIes the number of
tImes somethmg happens, or documents dIfferences between things that can
be measured m numbers

Reweavmg IS a technIque a moderator uses to remtroduce a relevant and
Important Issue that partICIpants have raIsed to get the whole group to talk
about It For example, "EarlIer many of you mentIOned that you felt that
hospItal staff members were rude Let us talk a bIt about how we feel when
people are rude to us "

A screenmg questIonnaIre IS used to make sure focus group partIcIpants are
representatIve of your selectIon cntena If pOSSIble, screenmg questIonnaIres
are admmistered mdIVIdually several days before the group meets They are
also used to ensure that partICIpants are alIke In regard to the research tOpIC

A self evaluatIon form IS a personalIzed form completed by a moderator
after a focus group dISCUSSIOn has taken place It should mclude Issues the
moderator feels are most Important to remember and Improve upon In fur­
ther focus group dISCUSSIOns

SerIal mtervIewmg asks the same questIon of several partICIpants, one after
the other, and mhibits stImulatmg cross conversatIOn Moderators should
mstead encourage cross conversatIon among partICIpants TheIr comments
and questIons to each other often reveal the most Interestmg and heartfelt
Issues
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Subgroup (or homogenous group) of partIcIpants means that partIcIpants
m a focus group are SImIlar With respect to the tOpiC bemg discussed
Researchers consider sOCial class, hfe cycle, user status (current behaviOr),
level of expertIse, age, mantal status, culture, sex, hteracyI formal educatIon,
urbanirural locatIon, and other charactenstIcs to deCide who belongs togeth­
er m a focus group If a group is homogeneous, partiCipants WIll be more
hkely to say what they truly thInk or feel about a tOpiC

A summary report is prepared from notes orgaruzed from the discusslOn
The report hsts the discussion questIons from the tOpiC gmde and uses words
(not numbers) to summanze what partICipants Said For example, "Most
mothers felt that "or "few mothers disagreed " Quotes may be used to
represent pomts of View Later, summary reports may be used to wnte an
analySiS of the total number of focus groups done for a research actIVity

A tOpIC gUIde is used by focus group moderators to help them deCIde what
to ask partICipants TOpIC guides should mclude the four stages of a focus
group discusslOns Less expenenced moderators use guides that hst speCifIc
questions or statements they plan to pose to the group Under each questIon
or statement, the gmde hsts pOSSible probes More expenenced moderators
may use a less structured hst of tOpiCS and deCIde on questIons as they go
along
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