Structured Focus Groups

When should you run a focus group?

 The ideal times to organise structured focus groups for the BSLA programme are:

· after the completion of a survey of members and non-members to enable you to ‘drill-down’ into issues that emerge from the survey and identify further issues, and/or

· near the completion of the programme to identify and explore relevant changes that participants have identified since the programme started

You should organize at least two focus groups in October or November, once you have the results from the member and non-member questionnaire.

How to run a focus group?

Structured focus groups do not require expert facilitation. They can be run by the In-Country Facilitator or anyone with some training experience. Several focus groups of 8 to 12 members and non-member librarians are envisaged. 
Choose what activities you would like the focus group to do.

A scribe will also be required to write down the main discussion points. You can also take pictures, or record the meeting with video. 

What do you need to run a focus group?

Cards for each group

Flip chart and paper

Markers

A comfortable room that fits 8-12 people 

Why run a focus group?

Focus groups are a good way of building up a rich picture of the impact of an initiative and securing people’s stories of their experiences, but only if they are conducted systematically to ensure that all participants are able to contribute fully and to help provide a full picture (not just the ‘good news’). 
Structured focus groups provide activities to enable people to focus on the main issues. If the same procedures are used in each focus group it will be possible to compare responses across groups and aggregate the responses. 
Participants will be asked to rank how well the Association is addressing a range of services and activities and to identify issues for attention.
Choosing activities in your focus group 
This type of structured focus group can be conducted with up to 30 participants but the ideal manageable number is between 8 and 15. 
Of the following activities, any combination of activities 1 and 3, 2 and 3 or 1,2 and 3 can be undertaken, depending upon your impact objectives and indicators and on the time available.

Activity 1: What the Association does well and what it does less well (card sort)

Pre-event preparation

Prepare enough sets of ‘cards’ to provide one per group (at least 6 sets). Each card should show one of the services or activities listed below. Print out the list using a minimum 16 point type size (so that all members of a group can easily read them and adjust the width so that each will fit on a 5 x 3 inch post-it note. Glue the text on the front of the post-it note. 

Prepare one sheet of flip chart paper per group, ruled and labelled as follows:

	ASSOCIATION DOES THIS WELL

	

	

	

	ASSOCIATION DOES THIS POORLY


Ensure that there is someone available to note discussions and that the plenary discussions are audio-recorded.

The activity

1 Ask participants to form groups of 3 to 5 members (do not permit more than 5 per group because this will slow down the activity and allow people to opt out). Minimum of 3 groups to allow comparison of responses later. Ask non-members of the Association to form one or more exclusive groups.

2 Give each group a set of post-its and the ranking sheet.

3 Ask each group to rank the services and activities on the post-its using a five level scale by sticking the post-its into the relevant section of the sheet provided, so that all are visible.

4 Give each group a few blank post-its so that they can add and rank any other services or activities that they wish.

5 If they disagree about positioning ask them to leave the relevant post-it on one side and be ready to say why they disagree. 

6 If they are not sure what something means ask them to leave the item on one side.

7 When the first and second groups have finished, invite them to look at each others rankings. Ask them not to interrupt groups that are still working. As other groups finish, invite them to look at the completed ranking sheets.

8 When everyone has finished, display each sheet in turn and ask each group in turn why they chose their top few items and their bottom few items, drawing attention to any differences between the groups in the high rankings.

9 Then ask whether any group was unclear about what any of the items meant. NB. If so, ask everyone what they understood by that phrase. Do not offer your own definition.

10 Then ask whether any group had been unable to agree about ranking anything and, if so, why.

11 Ask if any group has added any items of their own. If so, what and why?

12 Collect all the sheets. They can be compared within and across focus groups by focusing on what is consistently ranked high or low, or by rating all items by rank from 5 down to 1 and calculating an average ranking.

Suggested topics for the card sort are given below. You can add to or adapt this list to include local impact priorities in your Country.
1. Communication with its members about library issues and Association policies

2. Communicating the Association’s vision to its members.

3. Communicating effectively with non-members.

4. Being responsive to member needs and concerns.

5. Being proactive in responding to issues of concern to members

6. Developing networks beyond the headquarters

7. Operating as a democratic organisation

8. Being welcoming to its members, especially new members

9. Providing effective central services 

10. Democratic and transparent governance of the Association

11. Promoting intellectual freedom (cultural and religious beliefs)

12. Professional development of staff

13. Professional development of members

14. Involving members in decision-making

15. Involving members in activities and events

16. Using social media (Facebook etc.) to communicate with members

17. Involving people in planning and delivering Association programmes

18. Recognising the contribution of Association members to planning and delivering Association programmes.

19. Recognising the contribution of the Association’s staff to planning and delivering its programmes.

20. Creating a social environment for professional discussions leading to development of strategy.

21. Empowering members to take an active part in the Association’s work.

Allow 40 minutes for this activity

Activity two: Priorities for action

1
Ask participants to form groups of 2 or 3 (maximum). 

2
Ask each group to decide ‘What three things should the Association do better?’ and be ready to report back.  Allow 10-15 minutes for this discussion.

3
As a main group, flip chart the ideas of each group using their own words as far as possible and number each item continuously.

4
Invite all participants to suggest any natural grouping of these ideas.

5
Then, ask the group ‘How should the Association do this?’

6
If time allows, ask everyone individually, ‘If you could only address one of these, which one would you choose?’

Allow a total of 35-40 minutes for this activity.

Activity 3: The Association and its members 

Ask people, individually, to record on a sheet of paper ‘An incident or event that illustrates for you the relationship between the Association and its members’.
Allow 20 minutes for this task
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