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Guidelines for Conducting Effective Focus Groups 

Summarized from: Guidelines for Conducting Effective Focus Groups, Arnold Hirshon, Executive Director, NELINET, Inc.

Why Conduct Focus Groups?

A focus group is a discussion among a small group of individuals to help gathering information. It is used to yield deeper and more comprehensive information regarding the thoughts of public / community library users.  By carefully selecting and balancing the focus group attendees, you can elicit from the group participants:

· an in-depth picture of their current concerns, frustrations, and needs;

· reactions to an idea or services;

· their evaluation of the effectiveness of your services or program; and,

· community support for a potential library program or services.  
We recommend using focus group as a tool to supplement the knowledge you will gain from your user survey. This will allow you to get in-depth picture about the impact of your service and to dig deeper into the reasons of their answers. It is also a useful method because group members can often stimulate new thoughts for each other, which might not have otherwise occurred.
Before You Conduct the Focus Group Sessions

To conduct an effective focus group session, it is important to engage in effective planning.  This section will cover some of the key pre-planning steps.

1. Select a Good Facilitator.  It is important to choose your facilitator wisely because the role and work of that person is the single most important factor in determining the success of the sessions. If possible, select facilitator who is neutral to the project and other public library initiatives.
The facilitator is responsible for ensuring that:

· the most important questions (and follow-up questions) are asked to ensure that the necessary information is elicited;

· the session stays on task and on schedule; and,

· all participants get heard, even if what is said contradicts to your expectations, and that one or more attendees do not dominate the discussion.   

Ideally, a facilitator will have training in group dynamics and other skills, such as how to: 

· listen effectively to what is being said; 

· manage the session time effectively;  

· be sensitive to, and encourage the participation of, all members of the group, including being effective in controlling anyone from monopolizing the conversation within the group; and, 

· possess the ability to create a nonjudgmental, open, and accepting group environment.

2. Selection and Inviting Focus Group Participants.  

a. Session length.  Most focus groups last from one hour to one-and-a-half hours.  Beyond that time it will be difficult to sustain the interest of the participants.
b. Where and How to Hold the Session.  You must plan to have the session at a time and place that is convenient for their schedule. This may require that you hold sessions late in the day, at lunch time, etc.  It is also important to hold the session at a place that is easy for the participants to get to and find.  
c. Selecting the Participants.  

1. Number of People Per Session.  The size of the group must be manageable, which usually means between eight and ten participants. 

2. Selection of participants
If your users for the intended program or services have a diverse set of backgrounds (different ages, gender, education and so on) ensure that the people who are invited represent all of the interests. 
3. Determine the Appropriate Questions.  Develop in advance well-phrased questions that follow a logical progression. When formulating your questions, it is particularly important to ask them in a non-directive and open-ended fashion, i.e., questions that do not lead the respondents to a certain conclusion, and that require the respondent to articulate some thoughts rather than respond with a simple “yes or no.” Start with a simple and more general question, e.g. asking to reflect on personal involvement in the program or use of library service.
Remember, ideally, no more than four or five general question areas should be explored in a focus group session.  Multiple questions may be developed in advance to elicit responses, but the focus group facilitator should also be prepared to ask follow-up questions to ensure that the opinions of the group members are clarified.  When the actual sessions are held, it is important that all participants feel encouraged to express themselves fully.  Asking the right questions can help to ensure that the environment is one in which respondents feel comfortable to do so.

4. Determine How to Record the Proceedings.  

a. Session recorder/secretary.  In most cases, it is desirable to have a recorder to take contemporaneous notes (either by hand or on a computer). These notes should generally be used to generate a summary of observations. 

b. Audio or videotaping.  Whenever possible, it is recommended that you arrange to audiotape/videotape the proceedings for later analysis – particularly if the recorder or facilitator is not particularly experienced in focus group management. 
Conducting the Focus Group Sessions

1. Logistical and Room Arrangements. 

a. Tables and chairs.  Set up the room and the table (or seats) in an arrangement that will encourage people to feel comfortable and engage in good conversation.  A typical arrangement consists of tables and chairs arranged in circle or square shape where all of the participants are facing each other.  
b. Supplies. Whenever practical, have name tags or table tents with participants’ names (and, if appropriate, their organizational affiliation).  

c. Food.   Providing food is a great way to create a less formal environment and to create a sense of community.  Depending on the time of day and your budget, try to provide beverages and light snacks.  
2. Holding the Focus Group Session.  

a. Gather the group.  After about ten minutes of people meeting each other, ask everyone to find a place to sit.  

b. Introduce everyone.  Begin the session by thanking all participants for taking the time to participate.
1. Facilitator. The facilitator should first identify himself or herself, and inform the group that his or her role is to ensure that all of the topics get covered, and that everyone is heard. Facilitator should also introduce the recorder.
2. Group participants. If the group composition is such that some participants do not know each other, ask all of the participants to briefly introduce themselves by giving their name. 

c. Explain the agenda and the process.  Clarify for all participants the session objectives.  

Before proceeding to the questions, clarify how the views and opinions of the attendees will be used by your organization, and who will ultimately make decisions based upon the information that is being gathered. Also note that no comments made during the focus group session will be attributed to anyone individually.

d. Establish the session ground rules.  Establish the discussion ground rules for the group participants, such as:

· This is a time to share your knowledge
· Please be candid in your responses
· Please actively participate
· Please do not interrupt 
· Please be respectful of others and their ideas 
· All ideas are valid, so please try not to judge the ideas as “good” or “bad” 
· Building upon the ideas of others is welcome
· Everyone is equal in this room so please ignore seniority or status
· Please surface your ideas, but let’s not get bogged down in details or trying to solve specific problems
· After the session is over, it is acceptable to discuss with others the ideas discussed in the session, but please respect the confidentiality of the other members of the group by not attributing specific statements to individuals, nor provide sufficient details for others to intuit that information   
· The focus group is intended to be an enjoyable experience.  It is fine to laugh and to have some fun!
e. Ask the questions.  Move through the list of questions effectively and efficiently.   Throughout the proceedings, encourage an open conversation, with each question immediately answered.  

f. Encourage participation. Make sure to draw out the reactions of everyone in the group, and ensure that everyone has a fair amount of time to talk.  
g. Recap, explain the next steps, and thank the group.  The facilitator may wish to summarize briefly the topics that were addressed and the range of views that were expressed in the focus group meeting.  You may then ask if any participants wish to offer any final thoughts. Close the session by thanking all of the participants for their time and insights and distribute any gifts you may have to thank them for their attendance.  
