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Focus Group Discussion

his paper introduces
: focus groups and
their methodology. 1t
gives practical advice about
the different aspects of con-
ducting focus group discus-

sions: composition of groups,

‘running groups, and analyz-
ing results.

Focus groups are a form of
group interviews. They are
_condticted to obtain detailed
information about a particu-
lar topic or issue. Focus
groups were originally called
as focus interviews and were
- developed after World War II
to evaluate the audience re-
sponses to radio programmes.
They were found to be useful,
simple and a convenient way
_ tcgqeo}le(it information ‘from
- several pgople simulta-

. Tepysly. ‘Focus groups-are

: o usgful in exploi'mg ‘people’s
; _knowledge and expenences
Tiiey can be employed to ex-

.~ amine what people think, how'

: they think and the reasons be-
hind their thmkmg They
"~ ’haye.. become’ a popular 3

‘method in assessing patients’

beliefs and attitudes about
" health and 1llness and are
commonly employed ,in
:_.heolth semce research
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. The rationale bebmd the

met.hod is thatthe group pro-
~ ‘cessican reagh-and clarify ar-
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cessible in individual inter-
views. It allows participants
to explore issues.in their own
language and vocabulary,
generating and exploring is-
sues and themes which are
important to them. Differ-
ent forms of communication
can be employed: anecdotes,
news, jokes, arguments, ete.
Different attitudes, which
are ‘not often elicited by di-
rect questioning, can be
picked up through such
- groups.. Focus groups are
particularly useful in elicit-

ing information from people
who cannotread or write'and

from people who are intimi-

dated by formal interview:

and data collech\on tech-
niques .
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' The advantages of focus
@ Many_

~groups include:
people can'be interviewed si-
multaneously within a short
time ‘span (i1) - They encour-
age partlclpatxon from

'1so}atlon of a one fo one in-

“in the dlscussmn gen-
erated by other: group mem-

“bers. (iv) The responses and’ |
the opinions are-obtained in
: depth (v)--Foeus groﬂps are

‘can be used to allow peo 59
' 'to become mvolved in'the ¢

people who are reluctant to

be: mtex*v:ewed on thexr own
(because they may be. mt:unh

-dated by the formality and

-shou

" Wlth: feSpondents whléh al- i

lows for clarification and
probing (vii) Focus groups
provide real life data’ (viii) Fo-
cus groups can be used to
elicit cultural beliefs, atti-
tudes and group norms (ix)
They can be used to discuss
embarrassing toplcs which
people are uncomfortable in
usually talking about (x) Fo--
cus groups are very flexible
and can be used with wide
range of topics, mdlvlduals
and settings (xi) The proeess
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for the focus grou;ﬁ-dlscus-
sion several aspects of the. i

What questh s will be

asked? Where will be t
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a moderator anQ a person
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moderator needs to have a.

good balance between en-
couraging lively:discussions

and maintaining a focus on -

the topic to be discussed:”
The person recording the
process (recorder): assists
the moderator: - The session
should pe recorded on audio/
video-taped and recorded
verbatim ori_'paper.

(b) Development of a dis-

cussion guide: Approxi-

mately 10 questions can be
used for the discussion. The
guestions should be. clearly
planned but it should appear
to be 'presented spontane—
ously during the interview.
Thé following needs to be con-
sidered while constructlng the
questions:

(i)'=iThe ‘discussion can be

A opened ‘using a case vi-
‘i ‘gnette or a common ex-
ample
‘Open-ended questlons
should be'used. There
s need to. avolu usmg
it dlosed questions (where

(;i)

i pogsible). |
i)’ 'Rafreiy en‘fploy “Why”
questionsibecause it

- tendto lmply a rational

U answer /'
V) Queshous should be ar-
: ranged in‘a loglcal Se-
qu'enee

(v) Allow for unantlclpated-

questlohs and dlSC‘LlS-

3 .-,z,-l
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£l ‘sion,

" The same questlous em—.

ployed as a diseussion gulde
should be used‘in all groups,

if mme than. one gt oup is b‘?"_.

mg studled e

fe), Seleetxo; pahti‘?c_l-

pan‘fs* Most"foieu% gv&ups.

-rely on' purpeswe sam[bhng,
i -w1th reeearchew selecting

yes rand'no answers are

“participants based on the -

project and on the potential
contribution of participants.
Alternately participants can
be seiected from a large
group that Should be able to
In s_electlng people, the mod-
erator should aim to invite-
people who will give the high-
est quality of information.
The ideal number of people
in a group is 4 to 8. 5
Many groups w1th people
from different backgrounds
will provide a range of be--
liefs, attitudes and experi-.

ences. Socio- economlc sta-

tus, ethnic background edu-
cational and occupatloual
class and gender are 1mp01-
tant in selecfing part1c1=
pants. While homogeneity
within each group will bring
l.DthhCL shared beliefs and
experience, heteregenelty
within gr oups will highlight
diverse views on the topic.
Hetérogeneous groups will
have to be carefully moni-
tmed ‘as hierarchy. within
gioup§ can bias the dnscus-
sion by not allowmg an equal
platfolm for qll members 1o,
express thelr views, Groups.
with people. known to each
other (e.g. those who work

togethel) can be useful as, -

they ¢an challenge contra—
dictions between beliefs ex-
pressed attltudes held: and
manifest behavmr Commu-.
nication. dlfflcultleebetweej;i
partwlpants (e.g: hearmg
impaired, elderly, ete) should-
not ritle qut group work, l;nut
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(d) Tlme, aﬁe aml locatlon

. of focus. group: The vende

and: the time are, chosen ac-
cor dmg to the partlclpants

P

must be: (.‘.Ol‘lSldel ed as.a fac—

convenience. If the: partici-
pants need to travel; it may

" be necessary to reimburse
travel costs.

The average
time to conduct the discus-
sion is between 90-120 min-
utes. Generally refresh-
ments are offered on arrival
or at the end of the session.

(e) Invitation to the partici-
pants The moderator needs
to have an agreement for the
method of inviting the par-

* ticipants. The invitation can

be through verbal or written
invitation or by one of the
more . modern methods of
communication i.e. tele-
phone, or email. The reasons
and process of the focus
group should be explained to
the participants and in-
formed consent obtain’ed :

() Equipments needed" %
tape or video recorder with‘a

microphone is: requu‘e(?fl

record the disciission, *Phe
advantage of video tapméi’fxe i
discussion is that it alloWs
the, research team to easily
xpake note of the 1mportaht
quotes and. comments made
during the session and also
to observe the nonverbal
communication 'of the par--
tlclpants The use of audio-
tape recorder would also're-
quire, the .person helplhg
with recordlng the focus
group to note down noxﬂfér-
bal information: . . L
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_Bpnduéﬂng“hroup&

The moderator Heeds &&n-
sure that’the ¥oom is ‘@dm-
fortable and’ t*hjé‘seatmg“al-
lows the i partldl ants to See

dnd interact with ieach'other

(6.g. seated in‘d'ircle)” The
miicrophoné shotild easify ac-
dessﬂ)le fo all partlelpaht'é 1
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the discussion is being video-
recoded, it should be posi-
tioned to provide the widest
angle possible. The modera-
tor starts the session by in-
troducmg the members to
each and thanking the group
for their time. The objec-
tives of the discussion are re-
stated and the parlicipants
are assured about confiden-
tiality. A brief explanation
about the usage of data col-
lected is helpful.
The moderator should ex-
“plain that the aim of the dis-
cussion is to encourage
people to talk to each other
rather than to address them-
selves to the researcher.
The moderator can start
with a vignette describing
the issues. The discussion
gulde developed for the ses-
sion should be used to move
on tg.the different aspects of
thgsigsue under discussion.
The,researgher may take a
bagk seat at first but can

-lq&gzr adopt'a more inferven-

tlomst style; urging the de-
hau‘,e to continue; .encourag-
ing | the group to discuss the
inconsistencies and explore
1ss;1,1es in depth. Differing
opinions should be used to
explore disagreements and
toglarify differing stands

Ihe moderator should en- |

.coqrgge -all the partlcxpants
to speak whatever is on their
mind., The dlecussmn session
should last for approximately

one to one and half hours. If
~ the gifcus on. gxeeeds, the
expegted diration he. mod-
eratgr.can §eek permission

c«m%p;he pae‘ﬁclpants‘ f0 exs

erﬁlm.r shoyld give enough;
time for. feedback . The med—\

er atgp shogl,d, SWMMArize;
the key i 185U 2 and the action,

that will be taken as a result
of their contribution at the
end of the session. Finally,
the moderator should thank
the group for their participa-
tion.

Anélyzing data

The moderator and the assis- -

tant should listen to/view the
tape and transcribe the discus-
sion verbatim. The original

transeripts are highlighted us-,
" ing different colours. Every

line and paragraph should be
coded for relevant themes The
themes are identified in re-
sponse to the key questions. As
the themes are developed, the

researcher gives a working defi-
nition for each code. Rarely

used. codes are omitted and
somehmes new codes -are. de—
veioped Thisi is-an on going pro-

cess until satul_atlon is reached,

i.e. no more new codes or cat-
egories emerge. '.The.re-
searcher should draw together
and compare dlSCUSSIDI’lS of

similar Lherpes The consensus_;

and the  differmg individual opin,

ions should both be hlghhghted, o

The issues related to the group

dynamic. should also be. i incor-.
poratedin the report. The quo--

tations.will help to illuminate
the general'meaning of what

was said. The focus group.re-
porting should be in a deserip- - -
tive form which hlghllghts the.

different hehets, attitudes and
pract;ces Numbers and per-

centages are not appropriate for

the focus/group, research. Re-
cent. compute1 _programmes

“which analyze such qualitative

data have been: developed and

are usecl in research.
tend'fhe segsion, . The mad) -

msadvantages s

The, dlsadvantages of the
method include: (i) Some
partlcipants may feel lllhlb

" Owen, S.,,(2001) The ‘qrae— ,

itedin expressmg their views

while others may dominate
the session (ii) It requires a
carefully trained interviewer
(moderator) who is knowl-
edgeable and.can:manage

- such groups to facilitate the

discussion. e
concluslon
Focus groups are a goed
startmg point for health ser-
vice rescarch. Focus groups
have become a central ap-
proach in socmloglcal .an-
thropologlcal and educa-
tional. research. Focus
groups arenot an easy optlon
and the data they generate
can be cumbersome, ;and
complex. Yet the meth@d is
basically. stralghtforward
and need not be mtlmldatmg
Focus groups are very useful
in ehcnhng beliefs, attitudes,
experiences and behavmr—
both the consensus. and the
minority oplmons “
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