
A Simple Guide to Conducting Focus 
Groups 
By Daniel J. Henrich 

I. Introduction 

The purpose of this section is to introduce to the reader the methods and practice of Focus group 
research for visual media. Although there is cross over to other forms of media, like radio, the author 
believes that TV & film producers have ignored, for the most part, proper research which would make 
present and future productions more effective. . We will only deal with research as it relates to the 
reality of the 2/3rd World. The booklet is meant as an easy to use manual for designing and 
implementing focus groups overseas. 

Throughout the section, I will use several terms which I see as interchangeable. The first is the use of 
film and video. The second is a referring as a media practitioner as a 'he'. I do not do this because I think 
the role can only be filled by the male gender. This is not true and there are many talented women 
writers, directors, producers, cameramen/persons(!). Indeed, as Christians interested in reaching over 
50% of the population through media, we before seek out, train & encourage women team members! A 
third set of terms used interchangeably is "one-third world" and "2/3rd world." This always refers to the 
area outside of the so-called 'west', excluding the USA & Canada, Great Britain, western Europe and the 
7 tiger nations. 

We will describe approaches and methodology of research that is best used in areas where the extended 
family is still an vital part of life. Where marriages are many times arranged and the superstitions of 
animistic religions still 'stunt' the growth of the Gospel. 

Why Visual Media Research? 

Research into why a specific television show or film is effective is one of the most important thing we 
can do as producers. The reason is simple. TV is impacting the 2/3rds world now and in the next 10 
years even access to TV will explode. It must be a, significant part of our ‘media-mix’ and it must be 
used effectively. 

Just as the Children of Israel sent spies into the land which God promised them, we need to use research 
to know the "lay of the land." 

Motivation for Research 

Researchers have differing motivations for conducting research. The prime reason is to find out what the 
audience (or potential audience) is interested in seeing. What they feel strongly about. Many times, the 
motivations revolve around fundraising. Certainly with Focus Group methodology you will not get any 
sort of audience count. For instance, if the only reason you conduct post production research is to find 
out what percentage of the viewers 'prayed the sinners prayer', then at the very least a more quantitative 
approach is necessary. If you wish to find out what sort of response you might receive if you transmitted 
the program on the national network, then focus groups are the best bet. 

II. Types of Research Methodology
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This booklet will discuss a method of research called Focus Groups - part of a type of research called 
Qualitative Analysis. The three types of research formats that fall into qualitative analysis are: 

In-depth Interviews 

This is much like the name. The interviewer sits down with his interviewee and the talk for a period of 
time. Through interview techniques, the interviewer asks a number of questions that allow him to collect 
data pertinent. This is also called 'key informant' interviewing. It is the lowest stress to the interviewee. 

Focus Groups 

Focus Group (F/G) research was made popular by the advertising industry. The agencies would gather 
together groups of 'consumers' and test a product, a commercial, etc. F/G can be used to gain insight into 
peoples attitudes. Questions are asked in an open ended manner, and the interviewer may get an answer 
he may not expect. The look on his face and his response will determine whether the interviewee’s next 
response is as honest. 

F/G are used to allow the participants to discuss a topic among themselves with the interviewer 
stimulating the process. The premise is that free discussions generate fresh ideas and insights. 

Community Interviews 

Unlike F/Gs in community interviews the 'investigator' asks questions, raises issues, and seeks responses 
from the participants. The primary interaction is between the investigator and the participants, not 
between the participants themselves. 

Many times, we as producers, have a strong desire to make a film. We think that we have a message. 
Yes, we do have a message, that of salvation. But we need to understand how Jesus can affect the lives 
of our target audience. We have to listen! 

Quantitative Research 

This method of research will bring in a different type of result. It is a list of questions carefully 
developed by the researcher with either a yes/no response or a response, i.e. "The video you just viewed 
discussed the issue of barrenness. On a scale of 1-10 ...... 

What you discover in quantitative research methodology are issues related to demographics. I. E. how a 
certain age group or sex felt about your film. The problem is that you can lead an interviewee in his or 
her response to your question because they may be more inclined to tell you what you wish to hear. 

III. When do I conduct research? 

There are three stages of the production process where research should take place. These are: pre-
production, pre-release and post-release research to improve our communication. 

Pre-Production Research 

We do not have all the answers. Pre-production research is probably one of the most important part of 
ANY media effort. Some years ago, the author (with a team) embarked on a project to produce a series 
of dramatic programs to help Africans understand Christianity in the light of the cultural pressures they 
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faced. A focus group was gathered of media practitioners and pastors. The result of 52 key issues they 
faced! The type of film we made was heavily influenced by that group -- and it was not what we had 
planned to do! But we did what the national believers told us to do. 

What we found from this focus group was the nature of the topic and the format of the film. It was up to 
the writing team two Africans and one American to develop the characters and scenario - which was 
again discussed with the same focus group, modified and then the final script was written -- and again 
tested both with the focus group and then a panel of independent readers in several African countries! 

Pre-Release Research 

In modern Hollywood filmmaking, the industry tests several endings of a film to see which one is liked 
by the viewers. A misjudgment in this area can mean millions in lost revenue! Depending on the results, 
a film can be re-edited prior to release. 

It is well worth the effort to gather together a focus group to see a VHS 'cut' prior to final confirmation. 
With a wise facilitator the producer can learn a lot about how his final film will be received and how the 
audience interpret his filmic interpretations of the script. He might be 'right on' or way off. 

Post Release Research 

Usually, this stage of research comes after the film has been in circulation for a period of time. It is 
certainly essential in the event that the producer is making a series. It is essential to know if the film is 
reaching the audience with the message you wished to communicate in the first place. It is also helpful 
to know how your characters impacted the viewers. Issues like: Was the setting realistic; How was the 
costuming; What was the perceived theme; etc. 

IV. A Philosophy to Research in the 3rd World 

Part & parcel to any development of a personal philosophy regarding involvement in the research 
process is an understanding of the role of the western mission worker. Much has been done on the so-
called mission fields of Africa & Asia has been done without any research into what the so-called 'target 
audience wants! Strategies are developed in isolation of the group who is supposed to benefit from the 
program and the result has not been positive to the long term growth of the church overseas. 

A retired American executive once told a story about how he came to Kenya to dig wells in rural 
villages. Of course, it is a well known fact that clean water should be one of the priorities anywhere, 
second only to latrines. The man went to the Chief & elders and talked about wells and how important 
they were. But finally after he finished his sales pitch and they were eating together the man noticed that 
the elders weren't so happy with the well. So he asked, what was it that they wanted. The answer? A 
soccer field! 

The retired executive was shocked. It seems that the elders and the Chief felt if they had a soccer field 
and some balls, the village would have a place where they could have some recreation together - they 
would feel good about themselves and then they would dig their own well! 

The executive listened to all this and decided that this was certainly far our of line with the aims of his 
mission agency but he would take a risk. He assisted them in the grading of the field and bought some 
balls and went off to his next set of villages. A few weeks later he came back and found that the field 
had indeed done what the chief & elders had predicted - the men and women had dug a well themselves 
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and it was being used by the women to draw water instead of the stream! 

The lesson learned here is that the 'target group' or 'stakeholder' participated in the process of this rural 
development project. Through the process of consensus through dialogue and risktaking by the retired 
executive, the project succeeded. 

In research, we must take on some of the same aspects of the executive in the example above. The 
researcher must be willing to take a back seat in the development of question formats. He must depend 
heavily on his local counterpart from the target region or country. The researcher must ask him/herself: 

What Information is needed and what will it be used for? 

Usually, we determine that we need research to prove a specific point. Can we use existing research? 
Maybe, maybe not. Recently a research 'statistic was discussed at a meeting of media executives that a 
secular research group had found that more that 70% of the people in the capital city of a certain poor 
3rd World nation had TV sets. So, if a program is aired on all the TV stations this agency could reach 
over three million people with a message of salvation. 

This group continued to say that they could apply the statistic to the other large cities in this country and 
reach 70% of the country for Christ. Then, based on a study in an entirely different region and one 
campaign they estimated that one in six would accept Christ! So, because of the over all urbanization 
rate in the country, this group of well meaning people extrapolated that over three million would accept 
Christ from one series of broadcasts! 

In this case, statistics were used to validate fundraising programs! In other cases research may be used to 
validate a certain programming approach. There are many cases of both the former & the latter in the 
missionary media ministries today. These are negative uses of information because they do not take into 
consideration the stakeholder in the process! 

How will I get this information and what questions will I ask? 

As foreign researchers, we very early in the process find a local counterpart facilitator in our target 
culture. This counterpart will become a co-researcher in the process. He or she will be essential to 
bridging the cultural distance between you and the 'stakeholders' in the project. Certainly, you are at risk 
personally in the research process. But the national facilitator and the stakeholders are equally at risk - a 
fact that we foreigners ignore or downplay in our own minds. 

With this guide, sit down with your counterpart facilitators and discuss what type of information you 
wish to know from the focus groups. Share with him what you are planning to do with the information 
and that he or she will have access to a final report of the findings. Taking the principles found in this 
booklet, talk through with your counterpart how you wish the F/G approached and what question format 
is most effective among his people. It may be that he or she feels a certain questioning route is best. In 
Africa, most certainly the cultural pattern of starting with the general and moving to the specific should 
be followed. 

How will I ask these questions? 

How will I ask these questions without committing cultural problems that would effect my data? By 
listening to your counterpart researcher. He or she will not want to commit cultural errors and indeed it 
will be more difficult for them to do so. 
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V. The Role Redefined 

As foreign researchers, we must take the role of enabler, of trainer, of listener in the process of research 
design and implementation. This paradigm shift is as essential in research as it has been in the modern 
missions movement. Nationals must own the projects we wish to implement just as the village 
mentioned earlier owned the well because they participated in the process of decision making and 
implementation. We must ensure that the national church 'owns' the research project we want to 
undertake and especially the media project we intend to produce with the research! As such, the roles: 

Enabler 

This relates to our position in the decision making process. We must listen, comprehend the answers and 
be willing to do what the counterpart says. And if that means financing a soccer field instead of a well, 
so be it! To enable means to "provide with a means or opportunity, to make possible or to sanction." 
This is opposite of a dictatorial, I know what is right for you approach. As an enabler, we are partners in 
the process of mission and research! 

Trainer 

The counterpart researcher may not have training in conducting a F/G. As such, your role becomes a 
trainer, a person who takes enough time to ensure that the person has an understanding of the process, 
you transfer the ability to facilitate the F/G to the counterpart. This is part of a process of skill 
transference that is so essential to modern missions. 

Listener 

Part of all of this is your role as a listener. Make sure your counterpart understands that the results of the 
research will make a difference in the project - that you want to know the heart of his people! 

VI. Moderator Roles 

Beginning the F/G discussion 

Beginnings are essential to breaking the ice in any meeting of people who don't know each other. As you 
know from personal experience, it is essential not to put people off when you first meet. In Appendix 
One we have discussed problems arising from dress, gender and other specifics. However, it is essential 
that the moderator create a thoughtful, permissive atmosphere - providing the ground rules and set the 
'tone' of the discussion. 

Much of this first 2-3 minutes can be attributed to the success or failure of the discussion. For example, 
too much formality can stifle your discussion, especially the interaction between the participants. Too 
much informality and humor can cause the participants not to take the discussion seriously. 

Moderators with experience in many group situations will tell you that groups are unpredictable: one 
group will be exciting & dynamic and the next might be restrained and cautious. These differences can 
be expected, however, the moderator must approach each group in the research project series basically 
the same way. 

It is suggested that the same basic pattern for introducing each group discussion should include:
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o        The Welcome  
o        Overview of topic  
o        Ground rules  
o        First question.  

For example 

Good evening and welcome to this discussion tonight. Thanks for taking time to watch the film, and 
enjoy some roasted meat with us afterward while we talk about how you feel about the film. My name is 
______ from (province) and we are interested in how Kenyans like the translation of The Hiding Place 
in Swahili. The purpose of what we team from this and other groups will be to help us know how we can 
create films and videos that you enjoy watching. You were invited tonight because we feel that you are 
the type of people who will speak their minds in the discussion we will share together afterwards. 

This study is being sponsored by _____________ here in Nairobi. We would like to ask you back 
together in a couple of months to review the information we collected from all sorts of people. We want 
to know that we are reporting the 'gist of what you feel about the film. So, in the event you want to 
return for a short meeting to hear about the results and enjoy a meal together, my colleague will pass 
out a card with a couple of questions on it after the meeting tonight. I would like to emphasis that there 
are no right & wrong answers here. Your comments are important In order to help the discussion along, 
we have these nametags. Please write the name you feel most comfortable with on these labels. 

  

We will start the film now. It is 2 hours long. If at any time you wish to use the toilet, it is (place). There 
are sodas and cakes on the table. My colleague, (name) will assist you. 

Show the film - place the food out right at the end. 

Now, please feel free to get some food and as we do, 

  

Ask first question 

  

VII. Keys to successful 'moderation' 

Anticipate the flow of discussion 

Since any group discussion is unpredictable, it is important to think through what you are trying to learn 
about a specific film and consider where that discussion might lead. This will prepare you for such 
deviations. For example, a focus group about a film might lead to a series of questions about how the 
film was made, or the lifestyle of a certain actor if it was locally produced. If this happens, you might 
want to be ready to counteract that tangent by counteracting with a statement like, "You must remember 
that we are seeing (actors name) playing a role. So, although we know his lifestyle is not as good as it 
should be, for the purpose of this discussion it is not important. " A statement of this type should bring 
the discussion back on track. 
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Allow differing points of view 

You may have said that this is important, but people are not speaking out. Sometimes you just sense by 
body language that a participant has something different to say, but is restrained by something. 
Encourage them again! 

Essential techniques 

In any conversation a person needs to be concerned with how much one talks. It is easy to dominate the 
conversation and most novice moderators commit this sin.' 

Five second pause. This is most often used after a participant comment. It can prompt additional 
points of views or agreement with the previous point. If also forces you as a moderator from not 
changing the topic too quickly. Practice it on friends & family to see how effective it can be.  
The Probe. This is a request for additional information when people make vague comments or 
multiple meanings like 'I agree.'  

Example of probe questions are: 

'Would you explain further'?' 

'Would you give us an example of what you mean?' 

'Is there anything else?' 

Please describe what you mean?' 

'/ don't understand.' 

  

It may be important to use the probe early in the discussion to communicate the need for more precision 
in responses. 

Responding to Participant statements 

It is essential the moderator clearly respond to statements by participants. Sometimes response 
mechanisms are unconscious. 

Head Nodding. One unconscious response is the head nod. This can be helpful if used sparingly 
and consciously, such as eliciting additional comments from a participant who wishes to talk. But 
the head nod also signals agreement in some cultures. As such, a head nod signaling agreement 
may elicit additional comments of the same type, sometimes reinforcing a certain perspective and 
stifling opposite point of views.  
Short Verbal Responses. Depending on our culture, we may have been conditioned to provide 
short verbal statements to may signal acceptance or in some cases simply acknowledge that we 
heard a statement. Most are acceptable in a focus group setting, i.e. 'OK,' 'yes,' or ‘Uh’, ‘huh’. 
These are value neutral expressions. ' Responses to avoid are ones which indicate accuracy or 
agreement. These include, 'correct,' "that's good,' or ‘excellant.' 
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Types of Participants 

Focus groups bring together a wide variety of personality types. Sometimes specific types of 
personalities create problems for the moderator. For example: 

The Expert. This type of person can inhibit free discussion within a group. They may have 
considerable experience with the subject under discussion, may have political/social 'clout,' may 
be an elder in the community or an opinion leader. If you have this type of person in your group, 
underscore in the introductory comments that all opinions are important.  
Dominant Talkers. Often it is this person who thinks they are knowledgeable on the subject but 
simply have opinions. You can seat this type of person next to you and may be able to exert some 
level of control by body language or nonverbal clues. Examples of this might be avoiding eye 
contact with the dominant talker and appearing bored with their statement. In some cases, you 
may have to simply say, 'Thank you for that comment, does anyone feel differently?  
Shy Respondents. Seeming to have much to say, but unwilling to say it due to shyness, attempt to 
place them directly across from you and maximize eye contact which can encourage them to 
speak up. If all else fails, ask a direct question.  
Rambling Respondents. This type of person drones on and on and usually never get to the point. 
Discontinuing eye contact with the 'rambler' after 20-30 seconds can help. Look at your papers, at 
other participants, look bored, at your watch, etc. As soon as the 'rambler' stops or takes a breath, 
be ready to fire off another question to divert them. In the remaining discussion avoid making eye 
contact with them to reduce the potential of another ‘ramble.'  

VIII. Assistant Moderator's Guide 

The role of the assistant moderator is very important. While the moderator concentrates on keeping the 
conversation moving, the assistant moderator takes comprehensive notes, keeps the tape recorder going, 
maintains the setting, i.e. lights, sounds, refreshments, and responds to unexpected interruptions. In 
addition, the assistant moderator notes the participants body language throughout. Here is a checklist for 
the assistant moderator: 

1. Equipment 

Ensure that it works and is complete 

Tape recorder 

Microphone & extension cord 

Batteries an/or extension cord 

Blank tapes 

Name tags (if used) 

Marking pens 

Duct tape to hide the cords 

Visuals or handouts 
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2. Refreshments 

Obtain refreshments and set them up in the room. They could be light, i.e. soda 

& cakes or a traditional meal like roast meat. 

3. Arrange the room 

Rearrange the chairs and table so everyone can see each other. You will have 

visited the site in advance and will know exactly what to expect. 

4. Set up the equipment and verify that it is working property 

If you are holding the group in an area where there may be power problems 

those batteries will be even more important as well as lanterns. 

5. Welcome the participants as they arrive 

Many will have known you as you will have done some of the follow-up on the 

recruitment process. Your cordial greeting will make them at ease in the process. 

6. Sit in the designated location 

This is outside the circle, opposite the moderator and close to the door. If someone arrives after the 
session begins, meet them at the door, take him or her outside the room and give them a short briefing as 
to what has happened and the current topic of discussion. Then bring the later participant inside the 
room and show them where to sit. 

7. Take notes throughout the discussion 

Be attentive to the following areas of concern: 

- Well said quotes. Capture word for word as much of the sentence as possible. Listen for sentences or 
phrases that are express a point of view. Attribute it to the speaker. Keep your observations separate. 
(use quotation marks for what the participant says and parentheses for your observations). 

- Note non-verbal activity. Watch for head nods, physical excitement, eye contact between participants 
and other clues that would indicate level of agreement, support or interest. 

- Make a sketch of the seating arrangement and note the names of the speakers. 

8. Monitor recording equipment 

Occasionally glance at the recorder to ensure the tape is rolling. Time the start of the tape so you know 
when to torn over the tape. Do not use an alarm which may distract. Attempt to work with the recording 
equipment without drawing attention to yourself or (most importantly) the equipment. Label the 
cassette. 
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9. Do not participate in the discussion 

You talk only if invited by the moderator. Control your non-verbal actions no matter how strongly you 
feel about the issue. 

10. Ask questions when and if invited 

After the discussion, the moderator may ask you to ask questions of amplification or clarification. 

11. Oral Summary 

The moderator may ask you to give a 2-3 minute summary of the points brought up in the discussion. 
Do not attribute comments to any participant, use a remark like, "and then it was mentioned." to avoid 
this. Invite participants to offer additions or corrections to the summary. 

12. Debrief the moderator 

Be ready to discuss the session with the moderator directly afterward. 

13. Read and provide feedback on the analysis. 

  

VIIII. Problems of conducting Focus Groups in the 3rd World 

The major problems with conducting focus groups in the 2/3rd world revolve around: 

Approval  
Distance between interviewer and focus group  
Bias  
Environment  
Sample selection  

1. Approval 

In most developing countries, individual freedoms are greatly restricted. In Kenya, you are supposed to 
get a permit to meet with more than 10 others unless it is an established church group. This is ignored in 
many cases, but can be used as an excuse to close you down if your motivation for being together 
appears to threaten those in power. 

Many times this can be gotten around by getting approval of the local authority. In the case of the 
Kenyan setting, the Chief. The Chief is an appointed position and very powerful. Researchers should use 
an intermediary like a pastor or man. In any case, although you can mitigate the problems, a reason can 
always be 'created' by someone to stop you from conducting research. 

Example: In the mid-80s, the government sponsored a family planning TV soap 
opera in Kenya called Tushariani. It was very popular and followed some of 
formats developed by the Indian soap, Hum Log. When Tushariani was on, a very 
large percentage of Kenya was watching it. Unfortunately, it was the special 
project of the vice-president and when he fell from grace, so did the program. 
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As a researcher interested in producing TV shows & films, it would be very 
worthwhile to see why the show was so popular. However, official support would 
most likely have been denied until last year when the VP died. And even so, a 
through analysis of Tushariani itself would most likely have to be done at an 
informal level anyway until the current president is defeated. This certainly is an 
example for each of us NOT to attach our projects to politicians because while it 
may be useful while he was in power, those who go up, will most surely go down 
and your project may go down also!  

   

2. Distance between interviewer and focus group(F/G) 

This can manifest itself in various ways, i.e.: 

Attitude of superiority - the interviewer thinks he is better than the F/G Attitude of inferiority - the 
F/G is older, richer, wiser than the interviewer. For example, using a student to conduct the 
interview.  
Language - the interviewer uses terms unfamiliar to the F/G. This could be scientific language or 
slang. OR, if the F/G consists of slum youth, the non-use of slang!  
Dress - Essential that the interviewer dress like the F/G. Not "up" or "down"!  
Tribe - It is important that you appreciate tribal issues. For instance, don't sent a Hutu to interview 
a Tutsi!  

3. Interviewer Bias 

One of the problems of conducting F/Gs is the issue of the introduction of bias. This can 

be introduced in a number are ways: 

Interviewer - It is essential that the interviewer be un-biased at all times. Bias can be introduced by the 
interviewer's unconscious response to something a F/G member might say. 

Example: For instance, suppose you are sampling a group of young women on birth control 
attitudes. Your interviewer is a matron who has a deep-set judgmental attitude toward young 
women who have sex early. The attitude could seep into how the F/G was conducted and the 
young women would be less open.  

   

Solution: Thoroughly interview your interviewer. In the example given above, you might 
undercover her attitudes and with that understanding you might make sure that the interviewer 
guards against letting her beliefs effect the F/G. Or, you may decide to get another interviewer!  

Designer - It is always problematic that the designer (or researcher) has something he/she wants to 
prove. Research is rarely done in a vacuum! The designer/researcher can interject bias in the way he/she 
constructs the question. How they state it, etc. 

Analysis - Certainly, this is a significant level where bias can be interjected - especially of the results of 
the F/Gs do not match up with what the researcher wanted to learn.
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4. Environment 

There are all sorts of inter-related issues related to environment. The goal is to select a place to conduct 
the F/G where the participants are comfortable and somewhat secluded. For instance, you might want to 
avoid a church for a group of slum dwellers who might sleep with whores. Use a location where they 
might come, i.e. a community center or something similar. Don't overdue the noise seclusion issue if the 
participants are used to a noisy environment. For instance, if you wish to talk about African parenting 
methods, it might be better to have a location where the kids are allowed to run free (you might learn 
more by observation in this case!) 

5. Sample selection 

You must have some sort of representative sample who you are researching. Here are several options: 

Census - Choose by general population percentages: Take the known formal or informal census 
statistics and make sure your group consists of roughly the same.  
By target group - If your research is related to a specific demographic group, use a representative 
sample, i.e. if women, have 100% women, split up into the age demographics. I E in Kenya, 50 - 
55% of the population are women. 80% of the population are under the age of 27. More 
interestingly, 50% of the total population are under the age of 15! And, a large percentage have 
their first sexual encounter under the age of 14.  

Question: How would you select the participants of a F/G dealing with birth control and virginity? 
Statistics show that a large percentage of girls in Kenya have their first sexual experience prior to 14 
years in age. 
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