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Making Empathy Practical

Focus Groups: Collective Exploration

Focus groups bring together small groups of stakeholders for facilitated discussions about

shared experiences and perspectives. This method leverages group dynamics to generate insights

through interaction, building on ideas collectively, and revealing areas of consensus and

divergence among similar stakeholders.

Goal

This tool helps education and nonprofit leaders efficiently explore shared experiences among

stakeholders, generate ideas through collective brainstorming, validate findings from other

research methods, and understand how perspectives align or differ within a community.

Advice

Use skilled facilitation to manage group dynamics and ensure all voices are heard

Start with individual reflection before group sharing to prevent groupthink

Use visual prompts or activities to stimulate richer discussion

Watch for both verbal and non-verbal reactions to others' contributions

Consider co-facilitation—one person leads discussion while another takes notes

Create a psychologically safe environment that welcomes diverse perspectives

Be mindful of power dynamics among participants

Notice which topics generate the most energy or engagement
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Focus Groups: Collective Exploration

What It Is

Focus groups bring together small groups of stakeholders (typically 4-8 people) for facilitated

discussions about shared experiences, needs, and perspectives. This method leverages group

dynamics to generate insights through interaction, building on ideas, and revealing areas of

consensus and divergence.

When to Use It

To explore shared experiences among similar stakeholders

When group interaction will enrich understanding of diverse perspectives

To generate ideas through collective brainstorming

To validate or expand on findings from other research methods

When efficiency in gathering multiple perspectives is important

Process

Before the Focus Group

1.Define your purpose: Clarify specific topics and questions to explore.

2.Recruit thoughtfully: Select participants who:

Share relevant experiences

Represent diverse perspectives

Are comfortable speaking in groups

Do not have power dynamics that would inhibit sharing

3.Create a discussion guide:

Welcome and introductions

Ground rules for respectful discussion

Opening questions to build comfort

Core questions aligned with research goals

Activities to stimulate discussion (if applicable)

Closing reflections
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Focus Groups: Collective Exploration

Process, cont’d

Before the Focus Group, cont’d

4. Prepare logistics:

Comfortable, accessible location

Circular or U-shaped seating arrangement

Recording equipment (with permission)

Materials for activities

Refreshments (optional but welcoming)

During the Focus Group

1.Welcome participants: Create a warm, inclusive atmosphere.

2.Explain the process: Review purpose, timing, and how information will be used.

3.Establish ground rules: Include:

One person speaks at a time

All perspectives are valued

Disagreement is welcome, disrespect is not

Confidentiality expectations

4.Facilitate effectively:

Ask clear, open-ended questions

Encourage participation from all members

Manage dominant voices respectfully

Probe for deeper insights without leading

Note areas of agreement and disagreement

Track non-verbal responses

5.Document thoroughly:

Record the session (with permission)

Take notes on key points and dynamics

Capture memorable quotes verbatim

Note group energy around different topics.
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Focus Groups: Collective Exploration

Process, cont’d

After the Focus Group

1.Debrief immediately with co-facilitators if applicable.

2.Expand notes while fresh, including observations about group dynamics.

3.Transcribe recording if applicable.

4.Analyze for themes, agreements, and divergent perspectives.

5.Compare findings with other research methods.

Tips for Success

Use card sorting activities: Have participants organize concepts into categories to reveal

mental models.

Implement dot voting: Give participants dots to vote on priorities to quickly identify

consensus.

Create scenario discussions: Present hypothetical situations to elicit reactions without

personal disclosure.

Use diagramming activities: Have the group collaboratively create visual representations of

processes or relationships.

Implement rotating small groups: Divide and recombine participants in different

configurations to prevent clique formation.

Create role-playing scenarios: Have participants act out situations to reveal unspoken

attitudes and perspectives.

Plan for varied engagement: Include both verbal and written participation options.
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Focus Groups: Collective Exploration

Ethical Considerations

Clearly communicate confidentiality expectations for both facilitators and participants.

Create a psychologically safe environment that respects diverse perspectives.

Be mindful of power dynamics among participants.

Avoid pressuring anyone to share beyond their comfort level.

Have resources available if sensitive topics elicit emotional responses.

Analysis Questions

What themes emerged consistently across participants?

Where did perspectives diverge, and why might that be?

How did participants respond to each other's contributions?

What solutions or ideas emerged from group interaction?

How did non-verbal cues complement or contradict verbal statements?

What questions generated the most energy or engagement?
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