Student Guide: Using Focus Groups in Qualitative Research

1. What is a Focus Group?
A focus group is a small group discussion led by a researcher (called a moderator or facilitator) to explore participants’ views, experiences, or attitudes about a topic.
Instead of interviewing people one-to-one, you bring them together to talk collectively.
Key features:
· Usually 4–8 participants
· Guided by open questions
· Encourages discussion between participants
· Generates shared and differing perspectives
Think of it as a guided conversation, not a question-and-answer test.

Simple Example
If you wanted to explore young people’s views on social media and mental health:
· Interviews → Individual personal experiences
· Focus group → How young people discuss and compare experiences together
You might hear participants say:
“I feel pressure from Instagram.”
“Yes — especially around body image.”
“But TikTok feels different…”
This interaction is valuable data.

2. When Should You Use Focus Groups?
Focus groups are useful when you want to explore:
Shared experiences
Example: Experiences of school counselling services.
Group norms or cultures
Example: Attitudes toward vaping among teenagers.
Service feedback
Example: Parent views on CAMHS waiting times.
Idea generation
Example: Designing a new youth wellbeing programme.

When NOT to use focus groups
Avoid them if the topic is:
· Highly personal (e.g., trauma, abuse)
· Likely to cause distress
· Confidential or stigmatized
· Linked to safeguarding disclosures
In these cases, individual interviews are safer.

3. Strengths of Focus Groups
· Participants build on each other’s ideas
· Reveals consensus and disagreement
· Efficient (collect lots of data at once)
· Can feel less intimidating than interviews
· Useful for participatory research

4. Limitations of Focus Groups
· Some voices dominate
· Quieter participants may not speak
· Confidentiality cannot be guaranteed
· Peer pressure may influence responses
· Data can be harder to analyse (overlapping speech)

5. How to Carry Out a Focus Group — Step by Step

Step 1 — Planning
Ask yourself:
· What is my research question?
· Why is a group discussion appropriate?
· Who should be included?
Sampling example
If researching university wellbeing services, you might recruit:
· Undergraduate students
· Postgraduate students
· Students who have used counselling

Step 2 — Group Composition
Consider:
· Age similarity
· Shared experience
· Power dynamics
Example
Good grouping:
· Young carers aged 13–16
Problematic grouping:
· Students + their teachers
· Service users + clinicians
Power imbalances reduce openness.

Step 3 — Setting
Choose a space that is:
· Private
· Quiet
· Accessible
· Comfortable
For online groups, ensure:
· Secure platform
· Camera consent
· Confidential environment

Step 4 — Developing Questions
Use open-ended prompts, not yes/no questions.
Start broad → move specific.
Example schedule
1. “Tell me about your experience of school wellbeing support.”
2. “What works well?”
3. “What could be improved?”
4. “How does it affect your mental health?”
Use prompts like:
· “Can you say more about that?”
· “Does anyone have a different view?”

Step 5 — Facilitating the Group
Your role is to:
· Guide discussion
· Keep focus
· Encourage quieter voices
· Manage dominant speakers
· Maintain psychological safety
Helpful phrases
· “Let’s hear from someone who hasn’t spoken yet.”
· “That’s interesting — does anyone disagree?”

Step 6 — Recording Data
Common methods:
· Audio recording
· Video recording (if consented)
· Field notes
· Co-facilitator observations
Always test equipment beforehand.

6. Analysing Focus Group Data
Focus group data is usually analysed using qualitative approaches such as:
Thematic Analysis
Identifying patterns across discussions.
Discourse Analysis
Exploring how language constructs meaning in groups.
Framework Analysis
Useful in applied health/service research.
Grounded Theory
If aiming to build theory from group perspectives.
Important
You analyse:
· What people say
· How they say it
· Group agreement/disagreement
· Social dynamics

7. Ethical Considerations
Ethics are critical because confidentiality is less controllable in groups.

Informed Consent
Participants must know:
· The purpose of the research
· What participation involves
· They can withdraw
For online groups, include digital consent.

Confidentiality
You must:
· Anonymise transcripts
· Remove identifying details
But also explain:
You cannot guarantee other participants will keep information private.
Many researchers use a group confidentiality agreement.

Managing Distress
If discussing sensitive topics:
· Provide support information
· Have a distress protocol
· Allow breaks or withdrawal

Data Protection
· Store recordings securely
· Use encrypted devices
· Follow GDPR/data protection policies

8. Focus Groups with Vulnerable People
“Vulnerable” may include:
· People with mental health needs
· Disabled participants
· Refugees/asylum seekers
· Survivors of trauma
· Individuals with learning difficulties

Key Considerations
1. Psychological Safety
· Avoid triggering topics
· Use trauma-informed facilitation
· Offer opt-out options
2. Accessibility
· Easy-read materials
· Interpreters
· Adjusted pace
3. Power Sensitivity
· Avoid mixing staff and service users
· Avoid authority figures in groups
4. Support Planning
Have procedures for:
· Distress
· Safeguarding disclosures
· Follow-up support

9. Focus Groups with Children and Young People
Research with CYP requires additional safeguards.

Consent & Assent
You usually need:
· Parental/guardian consent
· Child assent (their agreement)
Children must understand:
· What the research is about
· That participation is voluntary

Age-Appropriate Methods
Younger participants may struggle with abstract discussion.
Adapt methods using:
· Draw-and-tell activities
· Emotion cards
· Vignettes
· Scenario discussions
· Post-it brainstorming

Group Size & Composition
Smaller groups work best:
· 3–6 children
Group by:
· Age
· Developmental level
· Shared experience
Avoid mixing:
· Bullies and victims
· Different school hierarchies

Facilitation Style
Use:
· Warm-up games
· Clear ground rules
· Simple language
· Visual prompts
Example ground rule:
“Everyone gets a turn. No laughing at others’ ideas.”

Safeguarding
You must plan for disclosures such as:
· Abuse
· Self-harm
· Neglect
Children should know:
“If you tell me something that means you’re not safe, I may need to share it to help you.”
Follow institutional safeguarding policy.

10. Practical Tips for Student Researchers
· Pilot your questions
· Co-facilitate if possible
· Allow 60–90 minutes
· Provide refreshments (if in person)
· Debrief participants
· Reflect on your facilitation style

11. Example Focus Group Study Designs

Example 1 — University Students
Topic: Experiences of dissertation stress
Participants: Final-year undergraduates
Method: 2 focus groups of 6 students
Analysis: Thematic analysis

Example 2 — Parents
Topic: Access to autism diagnosis services
Participants: Parents of diagnosed children
Method: Online focus groups
Analysis: Framework analysis

Example 3 — Young People
Topic: Social media and self-esteem
Participants: 14–16-year-olds
Method: Activity-based focus groups
Analysis: Reflexive thematic analysis

12. Advantages vs Challenges (Summary)
	Advantages
	Challenges

	Rich interaction
	Dominant voices

	Efficient data collection
	Confidentiality limits

	Idea generation
	Groupthink

	Peer validation
	Harder transcription



13. Final Key Messages for Students
· Focus groups explore shared meaning, not just individual views.
· Group interaction is the data.
· Facilitation skills matter as much as questions.
· Ethics are more complex than interviews.
· Extra safeguards are essential with vulnerable groups and children.









FOCUS GROUP FACILITATOR SCRIPT
Young People — Youth Club — Sense of Belonging Study

1. Welcome & Introduction (5 mins)
Hi everyone, thank you for coming today — I really appreciate you giving up your time.
My name is [Facilitator Name], and I’m a researcher from [University/Organisation]. I’m interested in learning about young people’s experiences of youth clubs — especially what makes you feel like you belong… or don’t belong.
There are no right or wrong answers. I’m here to listen and learn from you.

2. Purpose of the Group
Today we’re talking about:
· What it feels like to be part of this youth club
· What helps young people feel included
· What might make it harder to feel like you fit in
Your ideas could help improve youth services for young people in the future.

3. Ground Rules (Co-create where possible)
Before we start, let’s agree some group rules to make sure everyone feels comfortable.
Suggested prompts:
· One person speaks at a time
· Respect different opinions
· No interrupting or laughing at others
· You don’t have to speak if you don’t want to
· What’s said here stays private
Facilitator adds:
I can’t guarantee confidentiality because we’re in a group, but I ask everyone to respect each other’s privacy.

4. Consent & Safeguarding Reminder
Just to remind you:
· Taking part is your choice
· You can leave or take a break anytime
· If you share something that makes me worried about your safety, I may need to pass it on to keep you safe
Does anyone have questions before we start?

5. Warm-Up Activity / Icebreaker (5 mins)
Let’s start with something easy.
Go-round question:
· Tell us your first name (or nickname)
· How long you’ve been coming to the youth club
· One word that describes the club to you
(Write words on flipchart if in person.)

6. Transition to Topic
Thanks everyone — that’s really helpful.
Now we’re going to talk more about what it’s like being part of this club and what “belonging” means to you.
There’s no pressure — just share what you feel comfortable with.

7. Facilitation Prompts to Use Throughout
· “Can you tell me more about that?”
· “How did that make you feel?”
· “Does anyone have a similar or different experience?”
· “What do others think?”
· “Can you give an example?”
Encourage quieter voices:
“We haven’t heard from you yet — anything you’d like to add?”
Manage dominant speakers:
“Thanks — let’s hear from someone else now.”

8. Managing Distress (if needed)
If a young person becomes upset:
· Pause discussion
· Offer a break
· Check in privately
· Follow safeguarding protocol if required

9. Closing the Discussion
We’re coming to the end now.
Before we finish:
· Is there anything we haven’t talked about that you think is important?
· Any advice you’d give youth workers about helping young people feel they belong?

10. Debrief & ending the session 
Thank you so much for your honesty today — your views are really valuable.
Reminder:
· Everything will be anonymised
· You can withdraw your data until [date]
· Here’s information about support services if today brought up any feelings
Does anyone have questions before we finish?

End session — informal chat if appropriate



FOCUS GROUP QUESTION SCHEDULE TEMPLATE
Young People — Youth Club — Sense of Belonging

Section 1 — Warm-Up & Context
1. How long have you been coming to this youth club?
2. What made you start coming here?
3. What do you usually come here to do?
Prompt: Activities, friends, support, space to relax.

Section 2 — Understanding “Belonging”
4. When you hear the word belonging, what does it mean to you?
5. What makes a place feel like you belong there?
Prompt: Feeling safe, accepted, included, listened to.

Section 3 — Experiences in the Youth Club
6. Do you feel like you belong at this youth club? Why or why not?
7. Can you remember a time you really felt you belonged here?
Prompt: First day, making friends, staff support, group activities.
8. What helps young people feel welcome when they first join?

Section 4 — Relationships & Peer Connections
9. How easy is it to make friends here?
10. What helps friendships form in the club?
11. Are there ever cliques or groups that make belonging harder?
Prompt: Age groups, schools, interests, confidence.

Section 5 — Role of Youth Workers / Staff
12. How do youth workers help young people feel they belong?
13. What do staff do well?
14. Is there anything staff could do differently?
Prompt: Listening, fairness, activities, support.

Section 6 — Inclusion & Diversity
15. Do all young people feel they belong here?
16. Are there any groups who might feel left out?
Prompt sensitively:
New members, LGBTQ+ youth, disabled young people, different cultures.
17. What could make the club more inclusive?

Section 7 — Physical & Social Environment
18. Does the space itself affect belonging? How?
19. Are there activities that bring people together?
20. Are there activities that exclude some young people?

Section 8 — Barriers to Belonging
21. What can make it harder to feel you belong here?
22. Have you ever felt left out? (No pressure to share details.)
23. What could help in those situations?

Section 9 — Impact of Belonging
24. Does feeling you belong here affect:
· Your confidence?
· Mental health?
· Friendships?
· School or home life?
25. How would things be different if this club didn’t exist?

Section 10 — Future Improvements
26. What’s the one thing that makes this club special?
27. What changes would improve belonging for young people?
28. What advice would you give to youth workers?

Closing Question
29. Is there anything else you want to share about belonging that we haven’t asked?

