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Do’s and Don’ts

1. Remember to turn the tape recorder on.

2. The moderator’s role is to guide the discussion and listen to what’s said but not to participate, share views, engage in discussion or shape the outcome of the group interview.

3. Keep focus group introductions between 90 seconds and 4 minutes.  Too much talk shifts focus from group.  Too little talk and something might have been left out.

4. The focus group participants should always be the center of attention.  If the moderator is talking too much, it is not a focus group.

5. Do not ask participants if they have questions before the focus group starts.  This can shift the focus of the group, possibly put people on the defensive and take too much valuable time.

6. Questions should be asked in a conversational manner.  

7. It may be necessary to modify the sequence of the questions or even eliminate a question if it has been answered previously in the discussion.

8. Be mindful of how you will come across to participants. Too formal creates a tight environment. Too informal and the importance of the group can be lost.

9. Avoid responses that imply judgment such as; correct, that’s good, excellent, or good answer.

10. Use responses that affirm participants such as;  ok, yes, uh huh, hmmm.

11. Consider nonverbal reactions that can help you communicate such as;  hand gestures, smiles, and facial gestures.

12. Be comfortable with silence.  An effective moderating technique is the 5 second pause after a question has been asked or after a comment has been made.  Do not assume because there is silence that participants need clarification or that they have nothing to say. Allowing for a pause can stimulate other’s comments.

13. Keep notes while you listen.  Notes can highlight your impressions of people’s responses, highlight critical quotes, or highlight your feelings or hunches.

14. At the conclusion of the focus group, summarize key points of the discussion.

15. Ask participants if there is anything else they would like to add or clarify to the discussion at the conclusion of the group.

Questions to consider while discussion is underway:

1. What else do I need to ask to understand this respondent’s statement- what it means, why he/she feels that way, etc.?

2. Am I hearing everything I need to know to understand the problem and answer the objectives of the research?  Is there a question not on the topic guide that I should ask?

3. How much time do I have left?  Will I be able to cover everything?

4. What does all this mean anyway?  What am I learning about student feelings/ beliefs, and behavior?  What ideas does this suggest about solving the particular problem?

5. How do I get beyond the intellectualizing to respondents’ real feelings?  I want to reach the level of unanalyzed impressions and emotions- what goes through people’s minds before it becomes censored.  The issue is, “what do you feel?”  Not, “What is your opinion?”

Focus Group Procedures and Questions

Beginning Procedure

1. The moderator will introduce themselves to the group.

2. The moderator will highlight the procedure of the focus group.

Focus Group Procedure

1. The moderator will hand to each participant a sheet with questions on it.

2. The moderator will ask each participant to read each question and if they want briefly jot down a response.

3. Once all participants have answered each question the moderator will begin the discussion.

4. Turn tape recorder on.

5. Participants do not identify self on tape.

6. The moderator will read the first question and then go around the table allowing for each participant to respond. 

7. Once each member has been allowed to reply, the moderator can ask for clarification of points, ask the group to compare or contrast statements made and why they believe that is so.

8. Group members are encouraged to interject or discuss.

9. The moderator begins the next discussion by reading the second question.

10. Each participant will have a chance to respond (same as 6 and 7).

11. At the conclusion of the entire discussion, the moderator must ask if there is anything else anyone would like to add.

12. Turn off tape recorder.

