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How to Use 
Focus Groups 

Debra L. Dean 

Efficient and effective provision of public services is a continuing con- 
cern in the public sector. Citizens are interested in obtaining public services 
that respond to their needs. Increasing interest in customer service and satis- 
faction provides public managers with an opportunity to reassess their own 
service provision efforts. Are public services meeting consumer needs and 
preferences? Are service purchasers - the taxpayers - satisfied with the quality 
and quantity of services provided. In short, how responsive are public services? 

The profession of public administration sometimes regards respon- 
siveness either as a function of elected officials or as a threat to professional- 
ism. Many public managers assume that responsiveness flows through the 
electoral system. Voters elect officials to make laws and budgets for public 
service. It is assumed that decisions by elected officials are, by definition, 
responsive to the voters. In such circumstances, the administrator's job is 
to carry out the decisions of elected officials efficiently, professionally, and 
honestly. 

Traditional methods of service provision are, however, giving way to 
demands for an increasingly responsive public sector. As noted by Osborne and 
Gaebler (1992, p. 15): "Today's environment demands institutions that are ex- 
tremely flexible and adaptable. It demands institutions that deliver high-quality 
goods and services, squeezing ever more bang out of every buck. It demands 
institutions that are responsive to their customers, offering choices of nonstan- 
dard services; that lead by persuasion and incentives rather than commands; 
that give their employees a sense of meaning of control, even ownership. It de- 
mands institutions that empower citizens rather than simply serving them." 
Under such circumstances, it is increasingly important for public adminis- 
trators to hear directly from consumers and taxpayers as well as their own 
employees. These types of exchange create a new feedback channel linking 
the public directly to public managers and employees. 
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Elections are better suited for making broad policy decisions than for 
tinkering with the details of service provision. The direct feedback channel 
allows public managers to make decisions informed by the preferences and 
experiences of service consumers, producers, and taxpayers. There are several 
ways to link public managers and the public. One of them is to adapt the 
techniques of market research to the public sector. 

Public Sector "Market" Research 

Many people equate marketing with sales and promotion of a product (Kot- 
ler, 1982, p. 5 ) .  This very restrictive view of marketing confines it to the 
private sector and fails to recognize the contributions it can make to the supply 
of responsive public services. One leading marketing scholar suggests that 
marketing can be seen as "a social process in which the material needs of 
a society are identified, expanded, and served by a set of institutions. . . . 
That view is appropriate for those interested in social values and public policyn 
(Kotler, 1982, p. 7). Kotler's observation suggests that market research tech- 
niques can be adapted to be useful to the public manager. This chapter ex- 
amines one technique drawn from traditional market research that is now 
used in the public sector: focus groups. The intent here is to introduce focus 
groups to public managers by describing the focus group technique, providing 
examples, discussing the circumstances in which focus groups are useful, 
explaining how to conduct them, and listing some of the pitfalls a user of 
focus groups should avoid. 

What Are Focus Groups? 

A focus group is an informal, small-group discussion designed to obtain 
in-depth qualitative information. Individuals are specifically invited to par- 
ticipate in the discussion. Participants usually have something in common. 
Sometimes they will share demographic characteristics, such as income, or 
educational level. In other instances participants may all be users of a public 
service: they may all be served by the same postal route, or they may all be 
seeking building permits from a local government. Participants may also 
be employeed by a single government agency, such as nurses at the county 
hospital or desk clerks at the state motor vehicle agency. 

A focus group discussion is informal. Participants are encouraged to 
talk with each other about their experiences, preferences, needs, observa- 
tions, or perceptions. The conversation is led by a moderator whose role 
is to foster interaction. The moderator makes sure that all participants are 
encouraged to contribute and that no individual dominates the conversa- 
tion. The moderator manages the discussion to make sure it does not stray 
too far from the topic of interest. The moderator also follows up on partici- 
pants' comments to obtain further details or to introduce new topics to the 
group. 
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The overall goal of any focus group is to reveal the participants' per- 
ceptions about the topics for discussion. Focus groups have the following 
characteristics: 

Each group is kept small to encourage interaction among the members. 
Each session usually last ninety minutes. 
The conversation focuses on a restricted number of topics. The actual 
number varies depending upon the objective of the session but is usually 
no more than three to five related subjects. 
The moderator has an agenda that outlines the major topics to be cov- 
ered. These topics are usually narrowly defined to keep the conversa- 
tion relevant. 

Focus Groups and Surveys 

Focus groups are a quite different data gathering mechanism from the ran- 
dom sample surveys with which many public managers are familiar. The 
two techniques require very dissimilar research designs and procedures, fulfill 
different needs, and produce different types of data. Focus groups are a form 
of qualitative research while surveys are usually quantitative. All the divi- 
sions that typically separate qualitative from quantitative research apply to 
the differences between focus groups and surveys. 

One important difference between the two techniques is the size and 
selection of sample respondents. Surveys usually employ large, representa- 
tive, randomly selected samples. Focus groups typically involve small, non- 
randomly selected samples. participants may not - indeed often do not - 
form a representative sample. Even if they were representative, the sample 
would be so small that its output would not be generalizable with any sub- 
stantial degree of accuracy. Focus groups are not the appropriate technique 
for making inferences about a larger population. Rather, they offer a way 
to explore a topic in depth with a small group of participants drawn from 
an often narrowly defined target population. 

Another difference between the techniques is the construction of ques- 
tions. Surveys usually consist of a series of carefully constructed questions 
and precoded answers. Interviewers are instructed to read the question the 
same way each time to each respondent and not to deviate or explain the 
question to the respondent. Acceptable answers are defined in advance. Fo- 
cus group discussions, by contrast, are far less structured than surveys. The 
conversation is allowed to develop naturally to provide an opportunity for 
new dimensions or insights to arise. Participants are encouraged to use their 
own words; they are not forced into selecting among predefined answers. 
This freedom provides an opportunity for the research to show not only what 
participants think about a topic but how they approach it and why they ar- 
rive at the conclusions they hold. 

A third difference is how the results of the studies are handled. A sur- 
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vey researcher tabulates numerous responses to the same question. Thus 
a survey might ask: "Do you approve or disapprove of the way the president 
is handling his job?" and the results will be expressed in percentages ap- 
proving and disapproving. In a focus group, the question might be: "What 
do you think about the president's performance so far?" The results will men- 
tion the full range of participant responses to this question: positive, nega- 
tive, neutral, and mixed. It  is usually safe to say that focus groups trade 
off the generalizability of a structured survey for an in-depth, detailed, open- 
ended exploration of an issue. 

When Focus Groups Are Useful 

Focus groups are more useful in some circumstances than others. It is im- 
portant that an administrator know what kind of information he or she seeks 
before selecting the research technique to be used. Focus groups are most 
useful in the exploratory stages of research, or when an administrator wants 
to develop a deeper understanding of a program or service. Surveys are more 
useful when the need is to generalize structured results to a larger population. 

Focus groups are very flexible. They can be used to hear from service 
consumers, purchasers (taxpayers) who may or may not actually consume 
a service, or from the providers of a service. The following hypothetical ex- 
amples illustrate how focus groups can be utilized in the public sector. 

Example I :  A local school district is spending $500,000 a year to keep six 
guidance counselors in each high school. District administrators 
want to know more about students' expectations of and experi- 
ences with their guidance counselors. This is a consumer-oriented 
focus group. Juniors and seniors from several high schools would 
be invited to a series of focus group discussion sessions. Ques- 
tions such as the following might be asked: 

Have you been to see the guidance counselor at your 
school? Why or why not? 

Why did you go to see the guidance counselor? 
What happened? 
Did you find out what you wanted to know? 
How helpful was the guidance counselor? 
What was the most helpful thing the counselor told you? 

Example 2: The state motor vehicle department is considering several de- 
signs for new automobile license plates. The previous plates were 
controversial and many citizens complained about them. The 
department wants to produce a plate that will be accepted by the 
public. A group of taxpayers is invited to a focus group session 
and shown the designs under consideration. The questions that 
might be asked of this group could include these: 
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How do you like the state's current license plates? Why 
do you say that? 

Here is one design under consideration. How do you like 
it? Why do you say that? 

Which of these designs do you like the best? Why? 
Which design do you like the least? Why? 
Which of the slogans do you prefer? Why? 

Example 3: A federal agency is charged with implementing a new and com- 
plex antidiscrimination statute. Agency officials are concerned 
about how already overburdened field workers will react to their 
new responsibilities. Employees are invited to a focus group ses- 
sion about the new statute. Questions that might be asked of this 
are these: 

Are you aware of the new statute? What do you know about 
it? What kinds of information do you need about this 
statute to do your job effectively? 

Do you foresee that enforcing the statute will require trade- 
offs with other responsibilities? What are they? How 
would you handle this? 

Does it make sense in your office to assign a single field 
employee to specialize in the new statute? Why or why 
not? What other strategies might be employed to en- 
force the statute? 

As these examples show, focus group discussions can be useful at all levels 
of government and can be useful for obtaining feedback from consumers 
of public services, taxpayers who may or may not be consumers, and from 
public employees. Indeed, focus group discussions can be an integral part 
of quality management initiatives which seek to improve public services both 
from the perspective of the public and from the perspective of the service 
providers. 

Focus group discussions are useful in a wide variety of situations. As 
mentioned previously, they are very helpful when the aim is to explore new 
territory. They provide an excellent opportunity for issues to arise that have 
not been anticipated by public managers. The discussion may engender sug- 
gestions or new ideas that will influence the design or distribution of services. 
It may also provide managers with a view of how the public evaluates a ser- 
vice and what criteria and/or evidence they use to assess a public program. 

Focus group discussions can be used to monitor a service already in 
place. Are consumers satisfied or dissatisfied with services? Perhaps more 
important to a manager, why or why not? What changes would the public 
like to see? What problems are they experiencing in using the service? How 
would they react to potential changes in the service? 
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Finally, focus group discussions are particularly useful when the man- 
ager has something concrete to show participants such as a new design for 
a license plate or a new brochure. For example, a new brochure may be 
slated for inclusion in tax bills. Administrators can find out in advance 
whether the information is presented in an understandable way. Do readers 
misconstrue parts of the information? What problems do they have with it? 
Does the new brochure provide the information that taxpayers want? What 
information should be included? Can certain points be left out as less rele- 
vant from ,the readers' point of view? 

How to Conduct a Focus Group 

Conducting a focus group is a multistep process. Attention should be given 
to all phases, but three steps stand out as critical to the success of a focus 
group research project: (1) selecting the participants, (2) writing the moder- 
ator's guide, and (3) communicating the client's needs to the moderator. 

Participant Selection 

Participant selection is a critical element in the process because the discus- 
sion will be substantially less fruitful if the people in the room do not come 
from the target population. Before conducting a focus group the sponsor 
must decide which group he or she wants information from. For example, 
questions about high school counseling services might be directed at several 
target groups: students who use the counselors, students who don't use the 
counselors, parents, teachers, even counselors themselves. Each of these 
groups represents a different target population. It may be useful to conduct 
focus groups with any or all of them. On  the other hand, certain groups 
may be especially important. If a substantial number of minority students 
do not use guidance counseling services, the sponsor's highest priority may 
be to learn why. Under such circumstances, it might be wise to conduct fo- 
cus groups with minority students who do not use the counselors. 

Different target populations should not be invited to the same session, 
as they may inhibit each other's comments. The age, social status, job posi- 
tion, knowledge of participants, and other variables can have a major in- 
fluence on the discussion. Participants can be expected to adjust what they 
say to the situation they are in. They may not, for example, be particularly 
candid in front of someone at a higher level in the organization. Similarly, 
care should be taken to select a moderator who will not bias the group sim- 
ply by his or her demographic status. For example, when conducting a focus 
group with a racial minority, consideration should be given to having a 
moderator from the same minority group. 

The definition of the target group should be as specific as possible. 
Subtle differences in the definition can have a major impact on who is actu- 
ally invited to participate in the group. For example, recruiting a group whose 
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members have annual household incomes of $50,000 or more will produce 
a different target group from recruiting participants who have annual personal 
incomes of at least $50,000. The second definition will tend to produce a set 
of participants with more disposable income than those who fit the first defini- 
tion. Using the household income criterion, a participant would qualify if 
she and her husband each made $30,000 a year, while the same individual 
would not qualify under the personal income standard. 

A careful and specific definition of the target group is important be- 
cause focus group sample sizes are small and participants generally are 
not recruited by random sampling. Without the guidance of a tight defini- 
tion, the members selected may be very unrepresentative of the desired 
target individuals. Narrow criteria will tend to homogenize the group on 
certain key dimensions, decreasing its variability and possibly improving its 
representativeness. 

Criteria for recruiting do involve trade-offs. In general, the more nar- 
row and specific the recruiting criteria, the smaller is the pool of people eligible 
for invitations to attend. Restrictions always increase the difficulty of finding 
and inviting potential recruits and also raise the cost of recruiting. Recruit- 
ing criteria must be narrow enough to ensure that members of the target 
group are invited while at the same time not restricting the pool to such 
an extent that costs are unreasonably high. The solution to this problem 
is to focus on the target group's most important characteristics. If the target 
group is the middle-class family, it may be necessary to invite only individ- 
uals with a specified household income. But it is not necessary to add the 
restriction that participants must be married, since middle-class families do 
include single-parent households. At the same time, it might be appropri- 
ate to screen out single individuals without minor children. 

Focus group recruiting is done over the telephone but in other respects 
it is unlike survey interviewing. Random sampling techniques are not com- 
monly used in recruiting. Participants are often recruited from member- 
ship lists, employee lists, or other databases. Recruiting is done with a screen- 
ing questionnaire. The interviewer calls potential recruits and asks them a 
series of questions designed to determine whether they qualify for an invita- 
tion. Screening questionnaires, also called screeners, are written like any 
other survey but they are short and focused on whether the respondent meets 
the recruiting criteria. Respondents who do not meet the criteria are thanked 
for their time and the interview is concluded. Individuals who qualify are 
invited to the group and told where and when it will be held. Typically these 
are followed up with confirming letters that state the date, time, and loca- 
tion of the session and provide directions to the meeting place. The client 
is responsible for prpviding the recruiters with a screening questionnaire but 
moderators will sometimes supply them. 

Focus group participants are usually compensated for their time and 
effort. The amount of money offered varies but it is usually higher for profes- 
sionals or high-income participants and for participants in large cities. Note 
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that focus group participation is voluntary. Required participation usually 
works poorly because involuntary participants often contribute only minimally 
to the discussion. 

Incentive payments are made by cash or check at the conclusion of 
the focus group session. It is often inappropriate to offer public employees 
cash payments. Under such circumstances, other inducements may be ap- 
propriate and should be considered. 

The Agenda 

Another critical element in conducting a focus group is writing an agenda 
or moderator's guide. This guide outlines the major topics to be covered. 
The moderator refers to this agenda during the discussion to make sure that 
all important topics are discussed. The focus group moderator usually writes 
his or her own guide. The style of the agenda will vary among moderators. 
Some moderators prefer to work with a skeletal outline; others prefer a 
detailed guide with many follow-up questions. 

Moderators' guides usually open with a general question that all par- 
ticipants can answer and will feel comfortable answering. The purpose of 
this question is to launch the discussion in a positive and supportive environ- 
ment. If possible, initial questions should elicit useful information that will 
be used in the analysis. For sensitive topics, the initial questions may sa- 
crifice analytical relevance in favor of initiating a comfortable conversation. 
Once a nonthreatening atmosphere is established, the discussion can be turned 
to topics of greater analytical interest. 

Questions will become increasingly specific as the discussion proceeds. 
The focus group technique places great emphasis on informal and freewheel- 
ing conversation. Sometimes, in answering a general question, participants 
will bring up specific matters that are covered in the middle or end of the 
moderator's guide. If this happens, the moderator must decide on the spot 
whether to follow the conversation naturally or direct it according to the 
structure of the guide. Most moderators place a high premium on natural 
discussion and tend to allow the session to follow its own course, as long 
as it is relevant. In most circumstances, there is no need to control the se- 
quence of the subjects. Indeed, the speed with which an issue arises can be 
of analytical interest because it is often an indicator of how important the 
subject is to the participants. The moderator should be told in advance if 
there is a need to control the conversational sequence. 

Communication with the Moderator 

Because the moderator is responsible for facilitating and guiding the con- 
versation, it is obviously very important that he or she understand the needs 
of the sponsor. While this may seem obvious, it is sometimes forgotten. 
Moderators will produce better results if they understand what information 
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their client needs. Equally important, moderators need to know what is unim- 
portant to their clients. Because focus groups are unstructured unexpected 
comments may arise. A moderator who knows the client's needs will know 
when to follow up and when to ignore unexpected information. 

In-House or Professional Research 

One important question to answer at the beginning of the research process 
is whether to conduct the focus groups in house or use outside professional 
services. The primary advantage of conducting the groups in house is ex- 
pense. Using employees to recruit participants will be less costly than paying 
professionals to do it. However, the decrease in out-of-pocket costs may well 
be offset by other considerations. Recruiters should be trained in interviewing 
techniques and in using the screening questionnaire. The quality of the dis- 
cussion can be seriously compromised if participants do not come from the 
target groups. Outside professional organizations usually have the training 
and experience to handle recruiting. Inexperienced in-house efforts may ap- 
pear to cost less but may in fact cost more in time, effort, and skewed results. 

It is possible to use a staff member as a moderator. There are cost 
advantages to this course of action and an in-house moderator typically has 
more detailed inside knowledge than a professional brought in from out- 
side. O n  the other hand, an in-house moderator typically has much less ex- 
perience than a professional. An in-house moderator can also inadvertently 
bias the session by the way he or she responds to comments made by re- 
spondents. The temptation to react can be very strong, particularly if the 
moderator is directly involved in the program or service under discussion. 
A professional moderator will cost more, but this cost is usually offset by 
the moderator's greater experience and emotional distance from the topic. 

Facilities 

Focus group discussions are usually held in special facilities fitted for the 
purpose. The typicdl focus group session is held in a conference room 
equipped with a one-way mirror. The moderator and participants sit around 
the conference table. The observers sit in a small viewing room on the other 
side of the one-way mirror. 

Focus group rooms are equipped with microphones; the discussion 
is audiotaped. The moderator should always tell the participants at the be- 
ginning of the session that it is being audiotaped. The tapes are not for any 
use other than research and analysis. They are never to be used for public 
service announcements or to be made public in any way. Participants are 
usually offered anonymity and this must be respected. It is good policy to 
destroy the tapes after the report is written. 

Some focus groups are videotaped. Videotaping can be done with a 
fixed camera or with a camera and operator. Videotaping with a fixed camera 
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usually adds little to the cost of a focus group session. A camera with an 
operator, however, will add significantly to the total cost. If the session is 
to be videotaped, participants should be told at the beginning of the ses- 
sion. As with audiotapes, videotapes must not be used for anything other 
than research purposes. Videotaping is done, but it is not standard prac- 
tice. Since it adds costs to each session, videotaping should be considered 
carefully. 

Schedules 

Focus group research also requires a number of scheduling decisions. Most 
focus group sessions are conducted on Monday through Thursday evenings. 
Since such a large proportion of the population works during the day, most 
group discussions are held at night. Daytime focus groups cannot recruit 
most working people. If the target group is nonworking retirees or house- 
wives not employed outside the home, daytime sessions are feasible. 

, As many as two sessions are conducted in a single evening, with one 
group meeting around 6 P.M.  and another around 8 P .M.  Friday evenings 
and weekends are usually not good times to schedule focus groups because 
participants cherish their formal nonworking hours. 

The person scheduling the sessions must take into account competing 
activities. Group attendance can be affected by sporting events, holidays, 
and weather. The schedule should avoid holidays and evenings on which 
popular local or national sporting events occur. 

Another scheduling consideration is the amount of lead time neces- 
sary to assemble a group and prepare a moderator's guide. Groups can some- 
times be assembled with very little notice but doing so is more costly. If pos- 
sible, the moderator and recruiters should be given at least three weeks 
advance notice-and more time is preferable. 

Observing the Session 

It is possible to observe a focus group while it is in session. Observing focus 
group discussions raises important ethical issues in both the private and the 
public sector. The ethical considerations are particularly important in the 
public sector because public programs can have such a substantial and long- 
term impact on individuals. 

Participants should always be informed at the beginning of the group 
when observers are present behind the one-way mirror. In addition, observers 
should never discuss participants by name and should not make participants' 
comments public in any way. To  do so is to violate the assurances of con- 
fidediality that participants were given when being recruited for the group. 

Remember that focus group participants must never be placed in a 
position that could compromise their legal status or violate their rights. For 
example, it would be unethical for a tax agency to gather a group of citizens 
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and ask them if they cheated on their taxes last year. No research should 
ever be done if there is any question of violation of the participants' rights. 
This matter tends not to come up in the private sector when the focus group 
discussion is about cake mix, or mouthwash, or automobile polish. But it 
can a very important issue in the public sector. It should not be overlooked. 

When observing a group is appropriate, observers should listen care- 
fully to what the participants say as well as how they say it. Also, they should 
watch their body language and facial expressions. The number of people 
observing the group can vary from one to as many as ten. One major con- 
sideration is the number of people that can be accommodated in the view- 
ing room. These rooms vary in size, but often accommodate no more than 
ten observers. 

Observers should remember that even though they are divided from 
the group participants loud noises will carry through the one-way mirror. 
Laughter, exclamations, pounding, banging, and loud talk will all disrupt 
the session and remind participants they are being observed. All observers 
should be quiet and unobtrusive. Observers never approach participants after 
the session - either immediately or after a delay. Always remember that the 
goal of a focus group is to learn what the participants think; it is not to per- 
suade them of anything. 

Reports I 

Focus group reports are essentially debriefing summaries of the discussion 
sessions. Systematic techniques such as content analysis typically are not 
used. Instead, the moderator, often after talking extensively with the ob- 
servers, writes a description of what transpired. Some focus group reports 
are very short and include only the highlights of the discussions. Others are 
far more detailed and provide lengthy quotations from participants. Tran- 
scriptions may also be made, although they tend to be expensive and lengthy. 

Pitfalls of Focus Group Research 

A public manager should be aware of several possible pitfalls surrounding 
focus groups. A major one is to select the focus group when this technique 
is inappropriate to your research needs. Focus group research is often much 
less expensive than random sample surveys, especially those with large sample 
sizes, and the promise of a greatly reduced cost can be very tempting. But 
cost should never drive the selection of a research technique. Focus group 
and survey research fulfill different needs. The focus group provides highly 
detailed information that usually cannot be reliably generalized to a larger 
population. Surveys are generalizable if the sample is chosen correctly, but 
the information they generate is usually less detailed and does not contain 
the same elements of informal spontaneity as can be produced in a focus 
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group. The research technique chosen should depend upon your informa- 
tion needs, not your budget. 

A second major pitfall in focus group research is inadequate commu- 
nication between the sponsoring agency and the moderator. Because the 
moderator's job is to facilitate discussion, he or she must have as much in- 
formation as possible about the sponsor's needs and concerns. This will al- 
low the moderator to follow up on matters of interest to the sponsor. A moder- 
ator who does not know the agency's needs must fall back on his or her own 
knowledge and preferences - which can produce less than satisfactory results. 
Communication with the moderator throughout the process is essential. 

At one time it was customary for the sponsor to send notes into the 
focus group during the session: to provide on-the-spot instructions or sug- 
gest additional questions. The moderator could read the notes and alter the 
discussion as necessary. Today the disruptive consequences of this practice 
are widely recognized and it is discouraged except under extreme circum- 
stances. If the moderator fully understands the agency's needs, there will 
be no reason to interrupt the focus group with periodic instructions. 

Finally, the manager must not allow him- or herself to become defen- 
sive if the participants criticize the program or services. Emotional involve- 
ment obscures the ability to observe carefully what is going on. Participants 
are not directing their comments at the observers, even if it seems as though 
they are. Maintain an emotional distance. You will get far more out of the 
discussion. 

As a corollary, the manager must not blame the moderator if the par- 
ticipants do not like his or her product or service. It can be tempting to blame 
the moderator when the research does not turn out as anticipated. It may 
be painful to hear criticism from customers, but it is necessary to improve. 

Conclusion 

Focus group research is a tool for public managers interested in knowing 
more about the specific preferences and needs of consumers, taxpayers, and 
public employees. The technique is flexible and can produce a trove of new 
insights. Like any tool, however, focus groups can be misused. Public man- 
agers can gain a great deal from the technique, but they must also protect 
the rights of the participants. 
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