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Focus Group Guidelines

The goal of a focus group is to get people to talk freely about their viewpoints on a topic. In order to do that you must create an environment that encourages them to express their views.

· Let the people know up front what the focus group is about and be honest.

· Try to get people with somewhat similar initial views on the topic. Differing views can create conflict and people are less likely to talk freely.

· Start and end on schedule.

· Use a location with a low chance for distractions. A lot of noise, poor climate control, or other nuisances will affect how people act.

· Give them some idea about how the group will run so they know what to expect.
· Start with non-threatening issues with little controversy and move to more the more difficult topics.

· Put your personal views aside and don’t judge what they say. Probing for clarification in a supportive way is acceptable. Blatantly challenging their perspective will not encourage them to open up.

· Try to engage everyone in the discussion. Some people may try to dominate the conversation; be diplomatic but guide the discussion so everyone gets a chance to express their views. You may need to ask questions to specific people and probe them with follow-up questions to get them to talk. 

· Try to present information in a way that doesn’t appear to assume they should already know the key information but also in a way that doesn’t assume they don’t know the information, which can appear condescending.
Guiding the group to talk about what you’re interested in is also important.
· Plan ahead of time of the points you want to cover. You need to know what you’re looking for before you can guide the discussion. Plan the questions and information you’ll present, the order you plan to present it in, and rehearse key areas beforehand. 

· Be flexible. If someone starts to talk about something that might be of interest, let them talk. Even if the topic is planned for later, or you hadn’t planned for it at all, if the information is useful allow the deviation from plan.

· Be diplomatic but keep people on topic. At times people may be willing to talk about how they feel, but it has little to do with the topic. Even the lines of conversation you allow at some point need to come back to your overall plan.

· Plan what information you are going to present to the group and practice it beforehand. If you stumble in presenting the information to the group, their reactions could be to your presentation rather than to the information.
