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Focus Group Basics 

 
Planning and Preparation 
 

 Identify the objective of the focus group. 
 

 Develop a focus group facilitator’s guide that includes the following: 
 

o Focus group agenda (e.g., welcome; review of agenda, meeting goals, and of 
ground rules; introductions; questions and answers; wrap-up) 

 
o Ground rules (e.g., no right or wrong answers, be respectful of others, expectation of 

confidentiality) 
 

 Five to six carefully developed questions. 
 

o Questions should move from general to more specific. 
o Questions should be open-ended. 
o Avoid questions that solicit a yes/no response. 
o Use warm-up questions to get people comfortable with the situation. 
o Use probing questions as necessary to clarify responses. 

 

 Identify and secure a convenient location for the meeting. 
 

 Plan to record the session with either an audio or audio-video recorder. Don't 
count on your memory. If this is not practical, involve a co-facilitator or note-taker to take 
notes. 

 

 Scheduling: Allow 1½ to 2 hours for the meeting. 
 

 Setting and Refreshments: Hold sessions in a conference room or other setting with 
adequate air flow and lighting. Configure chairs so that all members can see one 
another. Provide name tags and/or name table tents for all participants. Provide 
refreshments. 

 

 Recruit participants. 
 

o Identify potential participants.  Focus groups typically include 6-10 “similar” 
members (e.g., similar age group, status in a program, etc.).  Identify specific 
individuals to invite. Or, as an alternative, identify a target group of individuals, then 
screen and select participants from that group. 

 
o Invite potential participants to the focus group meeting. Keep in mind that you 

may need to be creative with your recruiting! Some suggestions include: posting an 
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invitation flyer in the community center, sending personal invitations to community 
letters via letter or email, announcing the meeting at a community event, and making 
personal phone calls to members of a community organization. 

 

o Selecting participants. Select participants who are likely to be participative and 

reflective. If possible, select participants who do not know each other. 
 

o Send a formal follow-up invitation to selected participants. Include a proposed 

agenda, time, and location, as well as a list of focus group questions or topics that 

the group will discuss. 
 

 Remind participants a few days before the scheduled session. About three days 
before the session, contact each member to remind them to attend. 

 
 
 
Facilitating the Session 
 

 Introduce yourself, the note-taker, and the co-facilitator (if used). 
 

 Explain that you will be recording the session (e.g., videotaping, audiotaping, or simply 
taking notes, but that you will not reveal identities). 

 

 Carefully state each question. Allow the group time to think about the question before 
jumping in. Give them time to think. 

 

 Summarize what you have heard from the group after each question has been 
answered. 

 

 Ensure even participation. Make sure everyone gets a chance to speak.  If one or two 
people are dominating the session, call on others to give their opinion. You may want to 
consider using a round-table approach: move around the table in one direction to give 
each person an opportunity to answer the question. 

 

 Closure. Close the session on time and thank everyone for their participation. Invite 
participants to email or call to elaborate on a question, if they care to do so. Offer to 
send them a copy of the report generated from their answers. 

 
Immediately After Session 
 

 Verify if the audio/video tape recorder, if used, worked throughout the session. 
 

 Make any last minute notes (e.g., fix illegible handwriting, ensure that pages are 
numbered, clarify any notes that don't make sense, etc.). 
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 Debrief with your note taker and/or facilitator. 
 

 Write down any observations made during the session (i.e., what was the nature of 
participation in the group? Were there any surprises during the session?) 

 

 Make notes about overall impressions. 

 

Within 1-2 Weeks of the Session 
 

 Make a list of key responses, summarize comments, and identify themes. 
 

 Write a brief report summarizing your findings. 
 

 Distribute the report to focus group participants and invite their comment. 
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