Focus Groups

This is probably the most effective method for consulting with user groups. The group could become an advisory panel in the future. The main disadvantage is that the data is only qualitative.  
The group should consist of 6-10 people and last 1 to 1.5 hours.  The session should be semi-structured using a guide to topics and questions.  It is best to have one person to guide the discussion and someone else to do the note taking.  Questions should be open-ended (i.e. should not require Yes / No answers).  Focus groups are particularly useful at early stage of planning a project/resource.
Strengths

· Allows ideas to be discussed and developed

· Opportunity to clarify points and find out more information
· Takes less time than one to one interviews

· Provides data in participants’ own words.

· Builds personal relationships

Limitations

· Small sample size – participants' views may not be representative
· Time consuming to prepare, transcribe, analyse

· Need to manage the group so one person doesn’t dominate

Format of focus group
· Welcome and explanation about reason for focus group
· Introductions to participants
· Ground rules (turn off phones; discussion is confidential)

· Ice breaker activity to help people get to know each other
· General questions 

· Specific questions

· Close

· Provide refreshments, breaks and an incentive (cash payment, small gift)
Managing the group

· Be sure to use appropriate language for the group
· Set the tone - relaxed, open and honest 

· Clarify statements but don’t interrupt or explain

· Follow up interesting lines of discussion, ask for examples

· Ensure that no one dominates, and everyone has a chance to join in
· Encourage different viewpoints: “Does everyone think that?”

· Maintain control and focus, manage timing

· Bring group back to agenda when discussion wanders
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