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Qualitative research, or inquiry is complex; it requires the researcher to be fully 
immersed in the research topic and process. It is subjective, often multimodal, and 
requires high-level abilities to observe, make meaning, interpret social phenomena, and 
tell stories both rich with detail and easily understood by a general audience. Effective 
qualitative inquiry leaves the reader with a feeling of “Oh, now I understand.” 
 
Focus groups are a popular strategy for gathering qualitative data. However, the skills 
necessary for planning, implementing, analyzing their data, and communicating their 
findings are often underestimated. 
 
Effective use of focus groups requires careful planning. They are typically time-
consuming and require ample budget. 
 
Deciding on and recruiting participants is an arduous task that requires careful 
networking, communication, incentives, and follow-up. Additionally, researchers should 
follow all best and ethical practices necessary for ensuring respect and safety among 
human subjects. Human subjects approval should always be considered early in the 
planning stages of any research, including qualitative efforts. 
 
Facilitating focus groups requires many skills: 

a. the ability to facilitate groups;  
b. content knowledge of the topic that is being addressed 
c. sustained curiosity 
d. careful planning of focused questions 
e. the ability to express a sense of professionalism and promote a sense of 

safety and comfort 
 
Focus groups may be best positioned as a starting point in a research project. They 
provide an excellent opportunity to learn about participants’ perceptions, beliefs, cultural 
practices, concerns, patterns of behaviors, and use of language pertinent to the topic 
being researched. 
 
Effective facilitation requires a balance of deep knowledge about the research topic and 
ability to hungrily seek new knowledge about the research topic—the facilitator and her / 
his team must be experts and novices. 
 
Qualitative data are effective complements to quantitative data.  
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One of the most underestimated steps in conducting focus group research is data 
analysis. Careful planning and professional preparation are necessary for the 
generation of useful, rigorous, trustworthy data. 
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