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Most people love to be asked their opinions and they're generally not shy about voicing them.

A focus group is basically a way to reach out to your potential users for feedback and comment.  Organizations generally use focus groups in planning, marketing, or evaluation, during the development of strategic plans or mission statements, or to improve some specific product or service.

Specifically, a focus group session concentrates on:
· Gathering opinions, beliefs, and attitudes about issues of interest to your organization 
· Testing your assumptions 
· Encouraging discussion about a particular topic 
· Building excitement from spontaneous combination of participants' comments 
· Providing an opportunity to learn more about a topic or issue. 

Before The Focus Group:

Define the purpose, i.e. objectives of the focus group 
This has to be clear and specific.  The more defined the objective the easier the rest of the process.

Establish a timeline 
Make sure you have enough time to identify the participants, develop and test the questions, locate a site, invite and follow up with participants, and gather the materials for the sessions.

Identify the participants
Focus groups should consist of six to twelve participants.  Fewer than six participants tends to limit the conversation, because there is not enough diversity to spark energy and creativity.  A group larger than twelve gets to be unwieldy, and voices get lost.  
· Develop a list of key attributes to seek in participants based on the purpose of the focus group.  
· Select members who are likely to be participative and reflective. 
· Consider if the focus group reflects the target population in terms of gender, ethnicity, religion, political views, socioeconomic status, age, education, and whatever other dimensions might be relevant.  
· It is also important to consider whether focus group members know each other or whether they are strangers to one another.  The degree of familiarity unquestionably impacts group discussions, since acquaintances may influence comments.
· Using the list of attributes, brainstorm about possible participants. 
· Call potential members to invite them to the meeting.  Send them a follow-up invitation with a proposed agenda, session time and list of questions the group will discuss.  Plan to provide a copy of the report from the session to each member and let them know you will do this.
· About three days before the session, call each member to remind them to attend.
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Generate the questions
Because a focus group will last for no more than one or two hours, you will only have time for four to seven questions.  
· To be effective, focus group questions should be open-ended and move from the general to the specific.
· Include one or two introductory or warm-up questions.  
· Be sure to ask at the end if anyone has anything else to say
· Once you have a list of questions, review them.
· Make sure they help move toward achieving your objectives.
· Edit for every day, friendly language.
· Ask someone who is not involved in the focus group or in the library to review the questions and tell you how s/he’d interpret them. 

Develop a script or agenda
Generating questions is a first step in developing a more detailed script.  A script is a good idea because: 
· it helps you to be sure that you’ve put the questions in context for the participants.  
· it ensures that each focus group (usually you would do more than one) is conducted in a similar fashion.
· it helps the facilitator stay on track and on time.
There are three parts to a focus group script: 
1. The Opening:  The facilitator welcomes the group, introduces the purpose and context of the focus group, explains what a focus group is and how it will flow, gently introduces the ground rules, and makes the introductions.
2. The Questions section:  The facilitator asks the questions that you have designed and tested.
3. The Closing:  Wraps up the focus group.  The facilitator thanks the participants, offers a chance for further input, tells them how the data will be used, and explains when the larger process will be completed.  

Select a facilitator
A focus group facilitator should be able to deal tactfully with outspoken group members, keep the discussion on track, and make sure every participant is heard.  The facilitator should be knowledgeable about the project.  He or she can be a staff member, volunteer, or member of a committee or task force.  Be wary of anything about the facilitator (or facilitators) that might make participants uncomfortable.  For instance, you might not want the library director to facilitate a discussion about the library.  

Choose the location
When choosing a location, ask these questions:  
· What message does the setting send? (Is it corporate, upscale, cozy, informal, sterile, inviting?) 
· Does the setting encourage conversation? 
· How will the setting affect the information gathered?  Will the setting bias the information offered?  It is best to hold the focus group in a neutral setting and not in the library.
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· Can it comfortably accommodate nine to fifteen people (six to twelve participants plus facilitators), where all can view each other? 
· Is it easily accessible?  (Consider access for people with disabilities, safety, transportation, parking, etc.) 

Select and acquire equipment and supplies
· Plan to record the session with either an audio or audio-video recorder. 
· Don't count on your memory. 
· If this isn't practical, involve a co-facilitator who is there to take notes.
· Provide name tags for members. 
· Provide refreshments, snacks and drinks, or even box lunches.
· You will need pencils, notepads, nametags, markers, masking tape, flip chart, list of participants, script, refreshments, watch or clock.

The Day of the Focus Group

Prepare
On the day of the meeting, check your venue to ensure that everything is set up properly.
· Configure chairs so that all members can see each other. 
· Test all your equipment to make sure it is working.
· Set up signs pointing the direction of the focus group if the venue is at all confusing.
· Put a sign on the door that identifies the focus group.
· Have someone greet participants as they come in and invite them to wear their name tag and sign a register.

Facilitate the Session
The major goal of facilitation is to collect useful information.  Use the script:
Opening
· Introduce yourself and the co-facilitator, if used.
· Ask participants to introduce themselves.
· Explain the means to record the session.
· Explain that there are no wrong answers as this is a brain storming session.
· Explain how the day will proceed.
· Play an " ice - breaking game" so that participants feel comfortable sharing with one another

Questions
· Ensure even participation.	
· Encourage people to expand on their responses by asking questions such as 
· "What do you think is the cause of that?" 
· "Who do you think would feel differently?" 
· "What do others think?" 
· "Can you explain what you mean by...?" 
· "What else?" 
· "Is there anything further?" etc.
· If one or two people are dominating the meeting, then call on others.  
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· Consider using a round- table approach, including going in one direction around the table, giving each person a minute to answer the question.  
· If the domination persists, note it to the group and ask for ideas about how the participation can be increased.
· After each question is answered, carefully reflect back a summary of what you heard (the note taker may do this).  
· Avoid changing the participants’ words as you may not accurately record what they are saying. 
· If you must summarize, ask them if you have accurately recorded the point.

Closing
· Tell members that they will receive a copy of the report generated from their answers, 
· Thank them for coming, and 
· Adjourn the meeting.

After the Focus Group:

Interpret and Report the Results
Summarize each meeting  
· The facilitator should review the session with another person to capture fresh impressions.  Go over notes immediately after the meeting.  Fill in gaps, add explanations, make sure the notes are legible, ensure pages are numbered, etc. 
· Transcribe notes that were taken soon after the session is over and write a summary of the focus group. 
· If the meeting was recorded, transcribe the recording.

Analyze the summaries  
· Start by reading all the focus group summaries in one sitting.  
· Look for trends (comments that seem to appear repeatedly in the data) and surprises (unexpected comments that are worth noting).  
· Keep in mind that context and tone are just as important as the reiteration of particular words.  If a comment (or a number of comments) seemed to be phrased negatively, elicited emotional responses, or triggered many other comments, that would be worth noting in the analysis. 

Write the report
· The final report can take many different shapes, but it should include all information about the background and purpose of the focus group, details of the sessions, results, and conclusions.  
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