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Summary

 

A brief description of a variant of focus groups, 
described here as 

 

structured focus group

 

, is given.  As 
with conventional focus groups, a structured focus 
group is a facilitated group discussion in which open-
ended questions are asked in a way to trigger discussion 
amongst a panel of participants.  However, more effort 
is given to reducing the structure of the content so that 
the information is gained from the participants rather 
than being determined by the questions asked.  At the 
same time, the process is more structured than is 
common, to increase the quality of information and the 
time-economy of the procedure.
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Focus groups, or focussed group interviews, are facilitated group discussions in 

which an interviewer asks a series of questions of a group.  The group members 

then provide a response to the question, and a discussion ensues.  These groups 

are a method particularly suited to preliminary research where some time-econ-

omy is a need, and where a more structured approach may be premature.  It is 

common for the group session to be audio-taped (or sometimes videotaped) for 

later analysis, though that is not my preferred option.

 

Structured

 

 focus groups share with convergent interviewing the use of a struc-

tured process and unstructured content.  They start in an open-ended fashion 

with the minimal questions that will keep the group members participating.  By 

starting with very general questions, and little guidance about the topic from the 

facilitator, the provide some protection from allowing the questions you ask to 

limit the answers you get.  The process, on the other hand, is structured.  This 

gives a higher quality of information and more efficient use of time.  In fact, the 

same logic underlies much of both convergent interviewing and structured focus 

groups.  You may therefore find it useful to peruse a description of convergent 

interviewing to supplement this brief document.

The process described is reasonably robust in inexperienced hands.  A more 

skilled facilitator will get better information by asking better probe questions 

and by making more efficient use of time.  Even in the hands of an inexperienced 

facilitator, however, the process will usually yield good quality information.

In the form described here, preparation is needed.  However, as most of the 

important differences with structured focus groups are in the group session 

itself, that is the main emphasis of this description.  Detailed descriptions of con-

ventional focus groups are available in a number of works.  In particular, Sage 

publishers have brought out a number of high-quality works on focus groups as 

a qualitative research tool.  The bibliography lists three of them.
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The preparation for a focus group includes ...

• design the questions to be used in the different phases of the group;

• identify the population, and draw up a sample of people from it;

in general a maximum diversity sample will usually give better information 
than a random sample for a particular group size;

The group session for a structured focus group can be regarded as having four 

phases..

• an introduction;

• a question to tap contextual information;

• questions to tap the key information required;  and

• probe questions for follow-up or to elicit more specific information.

There will also be follow-up work, typically writing a report and circulating it to 

interested people.

The design allows for the introduction of other information for which a response 

is wanted.  This is fed into the conversation part-way through the process.  It 

may come, for example, from prior focus groups, or from a previous round of 

convergent interviews.  On other occasions it may consist of plans or the like for 

which you would like a reaction from focus group members.

A step by step description follows ...

 

A.  Preparation

 

  

 

1 It is a great help if, prior to the focus group, you have a chance to meet partic-
ipants face-to-face.  They will then be more at ease when the focus group is 
held.  You can also explain to them the purpose of the focus group, and what 
will be done with any information which emerges from it.

At this stage you may or may not want to tell them what questions will be 
asked.  Giving them prior notice allows them to think about the issues ahead 
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of time.  It may also mean that they attend the focus group with their mind 
already made up;  if so, you lose the benefits of cross-fertilisation between 
participants.

 

  

 

2 I assume that you have chosen the venue to be comfortable, and to offer vis-
ual and aural privacy.  If group members do not know each other, try to cre-
ate an informal atmosphere where they are encouraged to talk to each other.  
It can help to have coffee or orange juice available.  Greet them as they arrive, 
and provide some introductions to get them talking.

 

B.  Introduction

 

  

 

3 When the actual session starts, begin by introducing yourself.  Let them 
know briefly who you are, and what your role is in this.  For example, are 
you collecting this information on behalf of someone else, or are you the per-
son who needs the information ...

Then provide a brief overview of the session and its purpose ...

• explain the purpose of the focus group, especially the intentions of you 
and the other people who will be given access to the information;

• provide a brief overview of the process;  a few sentences is enough, but 
allow some time for questions;

• briefly explain what will be done with the information:  how it will be 
analysed, and what it will be used for;

• be clear about whether or not the participants will be identified when the 
information is passed on to someone else.

 

  

 

4 Have a quick round of introductions so that participants have a chance to 
form a beginning relationship with other participants.  Time permitting, it is 
also helpful to ask them to spend a little time talking to one or two other 
people -- some relationship with at least one other person will help them to 
feel less anxious.

Then follow three phases which have a close resemblance.  In each, nominal 

group technique is used to ensure that all participants have a chance to think 

through the issues and voice their response.  A discussion then follows.  Finally, 
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participants are asked to agree on the major opinions and themes which 

emerged.  In this way, the information is refined during the different phases, and 

the participants help in interpreting the information.

 

C.  Contextual information

 

The key question or questions are intended to elicit the information that you 

think you want or need.  However, if you focus in too closely you may miss out 

on something by inadvertently excluding it with your question.  The first round 

of discussion can be set a little broader to ensure that you collect enough contex-

tual information for the more specific information to be interpretable.

So, for example, if your interest is in training programs your contextual ques-

tions might address job performance generally.  The aim is to trap information 

which will provide a context for the later phases.

 

  

 

5 Announce that in this and subsequent phases, you are interested in knowing 
the range of opinion held by participants.  You therefore hope that they will 
express their own views even when they are not in agreement with other 
speakers.  Say also that this is not intended to be an exercise where they try to 
persuade others to their own point of view.  They will be most help to you if 
they note the span of opinion, and if they try to ensure that all views are 
expressed and recorded.

When they have factual information which is relevant to other people's opin-
ions they will be given a chance to offer this.  But, again, this is to be offered 
as information and not persuasion.

 

  

 

6 After announcing that people will be given a few minutes to think about the 
issue, ask your contextual question.  Encourage people to take brief notes as 
an aid to memory.  This increases the likelihood that they will speak their 
own mind and not be unduly directed by the first speaker they hear.

 

  

 

7 Announce that everyone in turn will be given a chance to speak.  Ask partic-
ipants to take notes on the variety of opinions offered.  Say that they will also 
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be given a chance to ask questions for clarification before an open discussion 
proceeds.

Then invite each person in turn to offer two or three sentences.

After everyone who wishes to speak has said something, allow a few min-
utes for questions for clarification.  No debate is allowed:  this is merely to 
give people a better chance to understand each other before the discussion 
begins.  Supportively and gently correct anyone who either speaks for too 
long, or tries to debate an issue.  As this is the first information collection, 
what happens here will do much to set the style of the later phases.  You have 
a better chance of collecting good information enjoyably if you can discour-
age bad habits at this point.

 

  

 

8 Ask people during the discussion which follows to try to note down the 
opinions and information which are important.  Remind them that you are 
interested in the 

 

range

 

 of views, and that you don't expect them to reach 
agreement.

An open discussion is held.  As facilitator, concentrate on keeping the discus-
sion going while discouraging people who might otherwise talk too much or 
debate issues.

If this first discussion is slow starting, try asking people to talk briefly in 
pairs about their views, and then return to the large-group discussion.

The next step assumes that you will ask the participants to help you interpret the 

information.  It is more usual in conventional focus groups to record the informa-

tion on tape and analyse it later.  I prefer to include the interpretation in the ses-

sion itself:  it is much more time efficient;  you have access to more help from the 

participants in interpreting the information;  it helps to make them partners in 

the activity instead of just informants.

 

  

 

9 If you are a skilled facilitator, ask people to summarise for you the main 
ideas to emerge from the discussion.  If you are less skilled, you may prefer 
to write up your own summary and ask people to suggest amendments or 
additions.  Then invite them to help you interpret the information by dis-
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cussing what it means.  In any event, the summary and interpretation is cap-
tured on newsprint.

At this point you may sometimes have to reiterate that it is not a debate, and 
you are interested in knowing the range of opinions and information.

 

D.  Key information

 

This is the heart of the structured focus group, for it is here that you are most 

likely to collect the most valuable information.  Therefore, in your planning, 

allow the most time for this phase.

The process is almost identical to that for the previous phases.  The opening 

question is different.  If you have multiple questions, repeat the process for each 

of them.  You will have planned the question(s) beforehand to ensure that you 

tap all of the relevant information.  However, in the light of the contextual dis-

cussion which precedes, you may occasionally find it desirable to reword the 

question(s) in this phase.

There may also be an extra step during which you feed in results from prior 

focus groups or other information-collection processes.

10 Ask the question.

11 Allow individual thinking time, then encourage each participant to give a 
brief response.

12 Open the discussion.

13 Capture the summary and interpretation on newsprint.

Then repeat the sequence if you have multiple key questions.

This next step is used only if the structured focus group is part of a larger exer-

cise, and you wish to integrate the information from the other parts.  I describe 

here a brief version.  If this is an important part of the process for you then it can 

be expanded into a complete phase.  It is then similar in style to the other infor-

mation collection phases.
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14 If you have information from prior activities, this is an opportune moment to 
feed it into the discussion.  First announce the information, preferably sup-
ported by a brief list of key points on overhead transparency or the like.  
(Alternatively you can provide everyone with a single sheet summary of the 
information.)

Then ask people to provide their response, and discuss how this information 
affects their interpretation.  Collect this on newsprint.

 

E.  Probe questions

 

Use the same sequence as before for each probe question.  On some occasions 

you may decide that it is more useful to ask several related probe questions at 

once, and then move into the discussion.

15 Ask the question.

16 Allow individual thinking time, then encourage each participant to give a 
brief response.

17 Open the discussion.

18 Capture the summary and interpretation on newsprint.

Finally, thank the participants for their information.  If appropriate you may also 

want to offer them copies of any subsequent report.

 

Bibliography

 

Dick, B. (1990), 

 

Convergent interviewing

 

, version 3.  Brisbane: Interchange.

Krueger, R.A. (1988), 

 

Focus groups: a practical guide for applied research

 

. Newbury 

Park: Sage.

Morgan, D.L. (1988), 

 

Focus groups as qualitative research

 

.  Newbury Park: Sage.

Stewart, D.W. and Shamdasani, P.N. (1990), 

 

Focus groups: theory and practice

 

.  

Newbury Park: Sage.



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for high quality pre-press printing. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later. These settings require font embedding.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308030d730ea30d730ec30b9537052377528306e00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /FRA <>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


