Project Plan – Focus Group Projects within Community Centres
What are Focus Groups
	
	Considerations
	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	Facilitated group discussion to explore issues in depth and seek views of particular interest groups.  Can be used to generate ideas,
evaluate services, test new ideas and collate opinions.

Focus groups discussions are useful for -

· Identifying and encouraging participants to take a more active part in the centre

· Identifying key issues – for follow up later using other research methods 

· Broaden the understanding of issues in your centre – surprises issues may emerge

· Developing emergent themes and issues that need further investigation 

· Corroborating or triangulating findings or anecdotal evidence  
· Getting feedback on services and projects provided in the centre 
	· Requires skilled facilitators

· Selection of group is of prime importance

· May need several groups to gain different perspectives

· Generally 6–10 people per group
	· Relatively easy, cheap and not many resources needed

· Allows brainstorming of ideas

· Can be designed to involve hard-to-reach groups working well a range of different populations, including people who may have limited education, modest verbal skills, and low self-esteem, and lack of prior experience expressing personal views.
· Can explore complex issues

· Provides in-depth information

· Useful for building on survey findings

· Allows interaction and spontaneity between participants

· Flexible - the researcher can probe for clarification or greater detail. Unanticipated lines of discussion can be pursued

· Quick and efficient way to gather information and report information from several people

· Responses have high ‘face validity’ due to the clarity of the context and detail of the discussion
	· Can be time-consuming

· Requires specialist expertise or training  to facilitate discussion

‘Moderating focus groups is much like writing poetry: anyone can do it, but few do it really well’ (Ellison Research, 2001).

· Lack of confidentiality

· Can only achieve limited representation

· Discussions can be difficult to transcribe and analyse.

· Groups can be difficult to assemble

· Persuading people to give up their time

· Finding a suitable time can be difficult

· Groups can vary considerably

· The setting and conditions must be conducive to discussion - individuals must feel secure and confident within the group

· Data can be difficult to summarise and analyse

· Findings may not be reliable

· Individual responses are not independent of one another – may be affected by peer pressure

· Participants are not randomly sampled so findings can not generalised
· The evaluator has less control than in an individual interview



Aim

The aim of this project are to enable community associations to facilitate focus groups which could potentially increase participation in all aspects of their activities.

Objectives

By the end of the project community associations will have

· Identified topics for their focus group

· Identified participants for the focus group

· Identified & trained facilitators 

· Engaged participants for the focus group

· Planned appropriate focus groups 

· Staged appropriate focus groups

· Reported the results of the focus group
· Monitored and evaluated the focus groups project

Developing the Project Plan 
 Having set your overall objectives, you will now be ready to prepare a detailed project plan to ensure that you meet your objectives.  A comprehensive project plan should answer the following questions: 

1. Is a focus group the most suitable method for engagement?
2. What are the issues you want to discuss 
3. Who is going to implement the activity? 
4. How are you going to encourage people to engage with you? 
5. How are you going to help people to make informed choices? 
6. How are you going to analyse the data? 
7. How are you going to monitor and evaluate your exercise? 
8. How are you going to provide feedback to your participants? 
9. How are you going to share information across any partnership?
Project Plan Timetable
	Timescale
	Action
	Activity
	Resources
	Responsibility
	Output
	Outcome

	
	Establish a delivery team or sub group
	Bring together a group of people to take the project forward.
	
	
	Group meeting
	Group understand and plan the focus group process

	
	Identify and define topics for the focus group discussion
	Awareness raising


	Questionnaires

Time

Volunteers

Suggestion box
	
	Methods

Questionnaires

Interviews

Brainstorm

Set up a working party 

Suggestion box

Ask current users

Workshops
	Returned information


	
	
	
	
	
	Development 5-6 priority issues and build into interview guide


	Recognition of relevance of the questions being asked 



	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Identified participants, stakeholders and facilitators for the focus group
	Recruited volunteers for focus group

	Incentives for participants (optional)
Venue


	
	Gathered contact details of x amount of volunteers

	Volunteers have committed to attending focus group


	
	
	Recruited facilitators
	Facilitators
	
	X amount of volunteers facilitators recruited
	Facilitators commit to taking part 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Design Interview guide
	See notes below
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Pilot the interview guide
	Use interview guide to carry out trial  
	Interview guide
	
	Carry out  and review pilot
	Facilitators confident with interview guide

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Engaged participants for the focus group


	Publicity and awareness raising

	
	
	Contact and inform stakeholders and volunteers
Train facilitators
	Stakeholders and volunteers commit to the process


	
	
	Train facilitators
	
	
	Training and/ or workshops
	Facilitators feel confident to run focus groups

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Plan appropriate focus groups 


	Organise agendas, venues, refreshments etc
Identify and set questions
	
	
	Logistics planning in place

	All participants confident to engage with the process

	
	
	
	
	
	Interview guide developed and photocopied for participants
	Facilitators understand how to use the guide

	
	
	
	
	
	Invites sent out
	Amount of positive respondees

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Staged appropriate focus groups
	Focus group event
	
	
	X participants take part in focus group

	Information gathered at focus group


	
	
	
	
	
	Evaluation of event
	Enjoyment/usefulness

Feeling of ownership/ involvement

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Reported the results of the focus group
	Scribe data collected from focus groups
	
	
	Any taped discussion transcribed

	Data analysed and recommendations made

	
	
	Ensure report goes to participants & stakeholders
	
	
	Produce report
	Information in report is used to shape future activities

	
	
	
	
	
	
	New volunteers come forward

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Monitored and evaluated the focus groups project


	Data collected at all stages of the focus group process
	
	
	Number of participants
Number of different agencies/ organisations involved

Report of group discussions
	Information gathered about views of participants


	
	
	
	
	
	
	New volunteers come forward


Methodology

Sampling Frame

The sampling frame is developed by identifying key population groups whose opinions you are interested in hearing. This may follow a stakeholder analysis exercise or some other method of identifying differentiated groups. This may result in the ‘population’ being divided by characteristics such as age, wealth, gender, ethnicity, health status, etc. The research team will need to decide how many "levels" of each characteristic are meaningful for the purposes of the study (e.g., perhaps four income levels, two for gender, three for age) and form a group for each level of each important characteristic. 

Identifying and Recruiting Participants

Take care when recruiting participants and whenever possible try to avoid bias and friendship groups. Systematic (even random) procedures may be desirable. It may be appropriate for a researcher to make initial contact with the prospective participant, assure them of confidentiality and then ask them several questions to ensure that they fit within one of the groups that are being recruited for. The researcher will also need to clarify the participant’s expectations and find out whether they are willing to participate in the focus group discussion.
Methods
The goal is to obtain as much useful information as possible. Confidentiality helps. Group interaction can bring out additional information. The moderator stimulates the group discussion and keeps it on course, as necessary. S/he should not take a position on anything, but should listen. Every response is considered valid. There is no attempt to support or criticise any response, resolve any issue, address any individual problem or concern or reach any conclusion. Both concrete information and opinions are relevant. (Sherraden, 2001). The moderator should not be concerned if the group is silent at any point. It may be the first time that participants have thought about the issue you are discussing.

The membership of each group should be as homogenous (similar) as possible, representing a particular segment of the population, but group members should not be close friends (Sherraden, 2001). The aim is to ‘create conditions that promote both comfort and independence of thought, in order to maximise discussion and self-disclosure’.

Format of Event
· Sessions should last 1.5 - 2 hours

· Sit everyone down so that everyone can see everyone else. 
· Introduce everyone – give name badges if it is locally appropriate
· Groups should be of  6-10 people
· Explain the purpose of the focus group, how long it will take, and what feedback they will get. Explain that what participants say will be confidential 

· Give the participants time alone together to talk, if you think that would be appropriate 

· Start the discussion, starting with easy topics first, but make sure that the topics that you most want to cover are towards the beginning of the session 

· Keep a record - tape recorder (audio tape with multi-directional microphone) and/ or a systematic recording form 
Generate the questions

You may want to include one or two introductory or warm-up questions and then get to the more serious questions that get at the heart of the purpose.  

To be effective, focus group questions should be open-ended and move from the general to the specific.  E.g., after asking the question, “What do you like about the new programme of events?” you might ask, “If you could create a new programme of events from scratch, what would you put in to make it better?” or “What would make the programme of events more appealing to the community?” or even more specific, “Do you have any suggestions about what the programme of events what they should look like or what they should do?”

        Once you have a list of questions, look at your aims and objectives again.

        Keep questions that are really important and that qualify for your purpose. Eliminate as many questions as possible. 

        Rewrite the questions with good editing.
        Order the questions that will be comfortable for the participants, i.e. moving from general to specific.
Designing the Interview Guide

The purpose of the interview guide is to provide an overall direction for the discussion. It is not the equivalent of a survey instrument and is not to be followed in detail or even necessarily in order. The guide provides the moderator with topics and issues that are, to the extent possible, to be covered at some point during the group discussion. The guide is loosely structured and does not suggest potential responses (Sherraden, 2001). 

The guide should proceed logically from one topic to another, and from the general to the specific. It is often useful to have broad questions at the start, to enable the moderator to get the feel of the group, and to contextualise later and more specific responses. Questions that are more important to the research agenda should be presented early in the session, if possible. Questions should be unstructured, unbiased, non-threatening, and very simple. Specification should almost always be left to the participants, unless the discussion is decidedly ‘off track’ at which time the moderator should gently redirect it. 

The guide should not be overly detailed or have too many questions. A good focus group interview guide consists of twenty questions or less. Pre-testing the guide with several ‘mock’ focus groups is essential. The aim is to structure questions so that they are clear and stimulate discussion. Several stages of revisions may be necessary before the guide is ready to be used.
Facilitating the Discussion and Recording

Each focus group should have a moderator and a recorder or note taker. It is ideal if the moderator is fluent in the local languages, but if absolutely necessary s/he can work through a research assistant/ translator. It is essential that the recorder/ note taker is fluent in the local languages, as the discussion may contain nuances which will be missed otherwise. Even where local people are fluent in English or the national language, they should be encouraged to hold the discussion in their local mother-tongue.

The moderator’s task is to make participants feel at ease and to facilitate open communication on selected topics by asking broad, often open-ended questions, by probing for additional information when necessary, and by keeping the discussion appropriately focused. The moderator should generally follow the interview guide, but participants should be able to express opinions, experiences, and suggestions and should be allowed to lead the discussion in new directions as long as they are relevant to the research in general (Sherraden, 2001). As a result the discussion may not follow the interview guide in the order suggested.

The recorder should tape record the discussion and keep notes of comments in the local language (for later translation, as necessary) on a ‘recording instrument’ form. Ensure that you have participant’s permission to record the session. Check the equipment will pick up all voices at the venue. Much detail can be lost by attempting to simultaneously translate into English or another non-local language, and verbatim quotes may be required later for inclusion in reports. 
Reference

Chronic Poverty Research Centre


http://www.chronicpoverty.org/CPToolbox/Focusgroupsinterviews.htm
The Role of Facilitator

The facilitator is there to ensure a productive group process. The role within the group which comes down to the three following headings. The role of the facilitator is to ensure that the group works as a constructive and cohesive unit. This task has three parts: 

· Leadership

FOCUS To provide a focus for the group when the leader fails to fulfil their role. 

STIMULATE To encourage constructive debate between group members. 

SUPPORT To bring out information from introverted members of the group and to allow new ideas to be submitted. 

PARTICIPATE When the group is interacting poorly or in the wrong direction the facilitator must be willing to promote new discussion. 

TEAM BUILDING To form a cohesive, interactive and productive team. 

· Referee

REGULATION To maintain order of the group discussion, discouraging participants from talking at the same time, or dominating the floor. 

PROTECT MEMBERS To ensure that all contributions to the discussion are treated equally and that no-one is rebuffed for their input. 

DEAL WITH PROBLEMS To control problem people within the group allowing everyone to participate freely. 

TIMEKEEPER To adhere to the meeting timetable thus ensuring completion of the agenda. 

· Neutral

PRAGMATIC To take a detached look at the discussion viewing each point on its merits. 

ENCOURAGE FEEDBACK To promote discussion of each point raised, by all members of the group. 

THE FACILITATOR must be a neutral to the discussion, taking a pragmatic view of all points raised. This frees the facilitator to concentrate on the group rather then the content of the discussion and hence they can ask pertinent and stimulating questions. 

Problems Facilitators May Encounter

· Quiet/Shy Participant - a group member is not participating as the facilitator thinks they should. This may be because the participant is: 

· shy, timid or insecure 

· indifferent to the topics being discussed 

· bored 

· feeling superior 

· distracted by pressing issues outside the meeting 

· having trouble understanding the topic under discussion in conflict with other group members 

Possible Solutions: 

· make eye contact with the participant and ask a simple question 

· involve the participant in a small subgroup discussion and ask them for an oral summary of their discussion 

· recognise his/her contribution immediately, sincerely and encourage more 

· ask during a break or in private about why the participant is so quiet 

· suggest that everyone takes a turn in sharing their opinion 
· Overly Talkative Participant - a group member talks too much, rambles on repeatedly and is generally dominant. This may be caused by: 

· a natural need for attention 

· being overly prepared/unprepared for the meeting 

· wanting to flaunt a large vocabulary or extensive knowledge 

· having the most authority 

Possible Solutions: 

· glance at your watch whilst the participant is speaking 

· during a pause for breath, thank the participant for their comments, and restate the agenda 

· emphasising relevant points and time limits 

· ask the participant to explain how their comments adds value to the topic in hand 

· reflect their comments back to the group 

· remind everyone of the time limit 

· Side Conversation - a group member is disrupting the meeting by being involved in too many side conversations. This may be because the participant: 

· feels the need to introduce an item not on the agenda 

· is bored with the meeting 

· has a point to raise that they feel makes other items on the agenda less important 

· is discussing a related topic but not being heard 

· wants to be the centre of attention 

Possible Solutions: 

· ask the participant to share their idea with the group 

· get up and casually walk around near the participants having the side conversation 

· call the participant by name and ask if they want to add the topic of their discussion to the agenda 

· restate a recently made point and ask for the participants opinion 

Overly Disagreeable Participant - a group member is highly argumentative or generally antagonistic.
This may be because they: 

· have a combative personality 

· are upset by others opinions or a specific meeting issue 

· are a show-off by nature 

· are unable to make suggestions constructively 

· feel that they are being ignored 

Possible Solutions: 

· paraphrase the participant's comments, and after their response, recap his/her position in objective terms 

· find merit in the participant's suggestions, express agreement, then move on 

· respond to the participant's comments, not the attack 

· open the discussion of the participant's comments to the group 

· mention that, due to time constraints, the comments can be put on the agenda for the next meeting 

Managerial Skills and Qualities

To be effective in the role of a facilitator the person needs to be effective as a manager, requiring several skills and qualities to be able to guide the meeting smoothly. 

· Communication

The ability to put over points using all the techniques available both verbal and non verbal, receptive listening is also an important tool.

· Planning

To arrange the venue for the meeting and to set it up in such a way that all barriers are removed between facilitator and audience. The time allocation to the meeting has to include time for discussions and feedback sessions.

· Leadership

To forge a team from a group of individuals through motivation and empowerment of the individuals. Delegation of tasks is essential to being a good leader also knowing when to stand back and let the team have its head and when to take the initiative.

· Training

Based upon knowing what the team needs to ensure that it becomes an efficient and effective unit. This is achieved through evaluation of the strengths and weaknesses of the individual members.

· Problem Identification

Knowing that there is a problem is not enough you have to be able to get to its root cause be it human or mechanical. Both can be assessed via brain storming and analysis sessions with the team or on an individual basis. This will lead to decision making based upon past experiences.
· Consulting

The facilitator can not just stand up and give a formal lecture to the audience. They need to involve the audience and let them know what is going to be on the agenda. To get the audience to participate they need to be a catalyst for discussion and where necessary reform points made and feed it back to the audience to think about.

Personal skills and qualities

· Flexibility

The ability to fulfil different group roles; leader, supporter, inquisitor etc. in order to keep the group process fluid and maximise potential. 

· Confidence

To instil confidence in the group by appearing purposeful and in control, therefore subduing group insecurities. 

· Authenticity

To be consistent in approach to the task, not moving the goal posts, becoming trustworthy to the group. 

· Patience/Perseverance

To appreciate the difficulties of group working and have the determination to see a task finished. 

· Leadership (Presence)

To have the respect of the group to become the surrogate leader if and when required. 

· Integrity

To be an example to the group of how to conduct oneself at work. 
· Initiating

To be able to start the group working on the task or when a problem is discovered/developed to find an alternative way around it to maintain the working. 

· Respectable

To have the admiration of the group as being a person whom they can trust the judgement of. 

· Perceptive

To have the capability to recognise undertones in the group; using the positive ones to the group's advantage and countering the negative ones to diminish them. 
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http://www.see.ed.ac.uk/~gerard/MENG/MECD/topics.html#TRoF
Training session – facilitation skills (1/2hour??)

Some planning time inc

Resource tape recorders £24.95 page 746

Audio cassettes 47p each  page 734
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