
Unit - 4 
 

Focus Group 
 

 
 Focus group is one of the methods used for collecting 'qualitative data'. The other 

methods are interview method and observation method. 
 
 These methods are valuable methods for understanding about ideas and beliefs, 

practices and behaviours. 
 
 Usually they are used by trained social scientists especially anthropologist. 
 
 Focus groups can be used alone or with other qualitative research methods in a 

number of different kinds of projects. For example, they can be used before an 
intervention programme to identify various social or cultural factors that need to 
be taken into account in the design and implementation of the programme. 

 
 Focus groups are often used as a "Rapid Assessment Procedure" too, where a 

research team needs to quickly find out the range of social factors that influence 
the prevalence of a disease or its control. 

 
 Focus groups have been used by social scientists since 1930s, but they were 

developed within market research in industrialised centuries from 1950s. 
 
 Today, they are used widely by all kinds of social researchers. 
 
 Focus groups are formally constituted, structured groups of people brought 

together to address a specific issue within a fixed time frame and in accordance 
with clearly spelled out rules of procedures. 

 
 All kinds of methods and techniques can provide information to help you 

understand social issues and you may use several of them to answer different 
questions. 

 
 Interviews with individuals are good way of gaining valuable qualitative 

information while questionnaires can be administered to households together 
good quantitative data. Observation watching what is really going on in the field 
setting is one way of checking reported behaviour. We can also use clinic 
records- village census data and other published information. 

 
 Focus groups are a more formal way of getting groups of people to discuss select 

issues with each other. 
 
 They are organised in advance, and the researcher decides whom he want to 

speak with, about what subjects and when he would speak with them. 
 
What is a focus group? 
 
 A focus group is a group discussion that gathers together people from similar 

backgrounds or experience to discuss a specific topic of interest to the 
researcher. 

 



 The group of participants are guided by a moderator can group facilitators who 
introduces topics for discussion and helps the group to participate in a likely and 
natural discussion among themselves. 

 
 A focus group is not a group interview where a moderator asks questions and 

participants individually provide answers. 
 
 The focus group relies on group discussion and is especially successful where 

the participants are able to talk to each other about the topic interest. This is 
important as it allows the participants the opportunity to disagree or agree with 
each other. 

 
 It can provide insight into how a group think, about an issue, about the range of 

opinions and ideas and the inconsistencies and variations that exists in a 
particular community in terms of belief and their experiences and practices. 

 
 The discussion is usually "focussed" on a particular area of interest. It does not 

usually covers a large range of issues, but allows the researcher to explore one 
or two topics in greater detail. 

 
 Focus groups are also "focussed" because the participants usually share 

common characteristics. This may be age, sex, educational background, religion 
or something directly related to topic. 

 
 This commonality helps and encourages a groups to speak more freely about the 

subject without fear of being judged by others thought to be superior, more expert 
or more conservative. 

 
How is a focus group conducted? 
 
 There are different ways to conduct focus groups, but this mainly depends on 

whether you will be working is one common language, or if you need to rise 
interpreters. 

 
 Focus groups usually involve about "eight" participants. And a person known as a 

moderator helps the group to participate is a natural discussion. 
 
 The moderator is aided by a pre-prepared question guide that is used to ask very 

general questions of the group.  
 
 The question guide is only an outline of the major questions that will be asked of 

the group. 
 
 It is flexible enough to allow the group to take the discussion in any way it 

chooses while providing enough structure and direction to stop the discussion 
moving away from the original topic to be studied. 

 
 An observer or note taker records key issues raised in the session, and other 

factors that may influenced the interpretation of information. This invovles noting 
down the responses from the group, and observing and documenting any non-
verbal messages that could indicate how the group is feeling about the topic 
under discussion. 

 



 The observer may help the moderator if necessary, she or he may point out the 
question that are not well explored, questions missed or suggest areas that could 
be investigated. 

 
 The observer should not be especially obvious to the group, but needs to be able 

to communicate with moderate, if required. 
 
Language 
 
 Sometimes, focus groups may be conducted in a language that is different from 

that of the researcher, or, that in which information will be analysed and reported. 
 
 Usually a native speaker would be used to conduct focus groups, but 

occasionally the researcher would still want to moderate the sessions, especially 
in more formal research projects, and be will need translation assistance. 

 
 This can make the natural flow of discussion between the moderator and 

participants extremely difficult. 
 
 Also, to run a focus group with a direct translation of each participant to the 

moderator reduces the flow of discussion and often the session becomes simply 
a group interview. 

 
What types of Information etc. focus groups produce? 
 
 Focus groups are a method developed to explore people's belief, attitudes and 

opinions. 
 
 They cannot tell you how general these opinions are in the community, although 

they may give some indication for further investigation. 
 
 Neither these informations can be used to build up a detailed picture of specific 

beliefs nor they allow you to document precise practices and behaviours. 
 
 Here observation method is an important an valuable method. 
 
 However, the focus groups indicate the range of a community beliefs, ideas or 

opinions and are especially valuable for gaining baseline information for a project. 
 
 They are useful an designing question guides for individual interviews and 

questions for structured interview schedules. 
 
 How can Focus Groups be used: In Health Programmes 
 
 The method can be used in many different kinds of programmes relating to 

tropical diseases, primary health care, and other health issues. 
 
 Focus Groups are being used more and more often in new and exciting ways to 

develop research projects, to complement research information collected using 
other methods, and to help planners design and maintain effective programmes. 

 
Exploratory Studies  
 



 Focus groups are a valuable method to explore a topic about which little is 
known, or little has been written in the past. 

 
 For example, to set up heath education programmes that will be effective is 

bringing about behaviour changes, and take account of traditional health beliefs 
and practices, it is necessary to have a good understanding of people's traditional 
health belief. 

 
 Focus groups can begin this process by providing the first in-depth descriptions of 

how the community sees the course and treatment of certain illness. 
 
 If focus groups are conducted early in a research project, then the findings can 

be used to develop hypotheses that might than be tested using other methods. 
 
 They are valuable in designing good questionnaires to test how strongly those 

beliefs, attitudes and opinions are held by the general community, and they can 
also be used to explain findings from a survey questionnaire. 

 
 These surveys can describe what behaviours are occurring, but cannot explain 

why they have occurred. Focus group can provide this greater depth of 
understanding. 

 
 Focus groups can also be used to discover local terms used for sign and systems 

of illness, types of illness and other concepts relating to health. 
 
 For example, focus groups relating to malaria in Philippines indicated that people 

used a range of different words to describe "chills", which relates to their of the 
severity of an illness episode and the appropriate treatment that was required. 

 
Testing Ideas About New Programmes 
 
 In the planning phase of a new programme, it is possible to use focus groups to 

see what the community feels about the new plan. 
 
 The method could be used to see what the community identifies to be major 

problems or difficulties in existing programmes, and build its needs into any 
changes. 

 
 Focus groups gives us an understanding of how appropriate the new plan may be 

in terms of culture or technology. 
 
Solving Specific Programme Problem 
 
 Sometimes you have programmes that have been running for some time and do 

not appear to be working as well as expected. 
 
 There may be services that are not used by the community, or health behaviours 

that have not changed despite health education or other interventions. 
 
 The focus group can be used to explore some of these issues and can be bvery 

successful in identifying problems that may be easily solved. 
 
Evaluating Programmes 
 



 Focus groups could also be included as a port of routine evaluation procedure. 
 
 They could be used in a simple form to provide extra information about a 

community's ideas about a programme's effectiveness. 
 
Staffing/Management Problem 
 
 Focus groups can serve not only the community's needs, but can be very 

successful in solving staffing of personnel problems. 
 
 They can provide a great deal of useful information about your staff and how they 

see their work. 
 
 This method can be used to solve a whole range of problems, from poor 

motivation to assessing training needs. 
 
 Focus groups can be used to help a group think of new and creative ideas for 

new programme, by getting the group to discuss the problem and its major 
issues, and then thinking about ways to solve that problem. 

 
Advantages and Limitations of Focus groups 
 
 Focus groups are used in a variety of problems that range from policy making, 

evaluation, or personnel. Some of the advantage, associated with focus groups 
are: 

 
Advantages 
 
 They produce a lot of information for more quickly and at a less cost than 

individual interviews. 
 
 They are excellent for obtaining information from illiterate communities. 
 
 If the focus group in used to explore relatively simple issues, it can be easily 

managed by people not trained in qualitative research methods. 
 
 Because the questioning is so flexible, it means that we might discover attitudes 

and opinions that might not be revealed in a survey questionnaire. 
 
 The researcher can be present at the session, which allows follow up of 

responses, if required. 
 
 They are usually well accepted by the community as they make use of the group 

discussion, which is a form of communication found naturally in most 
communities. 

 
 Focus groups are good fun. 
 
Limitations 
 
 Results from focus groups cannot usually be used to make statements about the 

wider community that is they can indicate a range of views and opinion but not 
their distribution. 

 



 Participants often agree with responses from follow group members (for many 
different reasons) and so caution is required when interpreting the results. 

 
 The moderator who is not well trained can easily force the participants into 

answering questions in a certain way. 
 
 Focus groups have limited value in exploring complex beliefs of individuals and 

as a result, in-depth interviews are a more appropriate method for this purpose. 
 
 Focus groups can paint a picture of what is socially acceptable in a community 

rather than what is really occurring or believed, although this problem can be 
limited by careful participant selection and good moderating skills. 

 
 


