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The central thought is that of a true science of society, capable, in the measure that it approaches completeness, of being turned to the profit of mankind … in its practical character of never losing sight of the end or purpose, nor of the possibilities of conscious effort. It is a reaction against the philosophy of despair that has come to dominate even the most enlightened scientific thought. It aims to point out a remedy for the general paralysis that is creeping over the world, and ... it proclaims the efficacy of effort, provided it is guided by intelligence.

Lester Frank Ward, 1906

The legacy of the twentieth century and the promise of the twenty-first century were on the minds of leaders, change agents, and ordinary people around the world as the new millennium approached. The most far-reaching aspirations—the Millennium Development Goals or MDGs—were adopted in 2000 by all 189 member-states of the United Nations (UN) General Assembly, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD), and the World Bank (WB). The Millennium Declaration was designed to throw into relief the values of various organizations concerned with international development and to stimulate concerted action (UN, 2000). As the culmination of several major international meetings and summits, the adoption of the Millennium Declaration “was a defining moment for global cooperation in the 21st century” (UN, 2002). 
TALKING TO PEOPLE SYSTEMATICALLY

When most of the world signed on to the MDGs, it became more apparent than ever that international development agencies would need to talk to intended beneficiaries about the intended consequences of aid and technical assistance. This has been a large part of our work at Group Dimensions International (GDI) since 1993, as it became clear that much international aid was not “reaching the ground,” but rather was lining the pockets of emerging elites, and that the social dimension of development had not been fully recognized or integrated into projects (Cernea, 2004). Corruption, lack of transparency, and insufficient aid coordination surfaced as major stumbling blocks in achieving national development goals. Lack of understanding about how culture and context affect development, inattention to the powerful forces of gender and ethnicity, and disregard for social impacts (as opposed to economic gains) characterized most development interventions (Billson and Mancini, 2007). 

The MDGs were intended to help both countries and donors/lenders to focus not simply on the amount of aid (“disbursements”) but also on outcomes. For example, has poverty been reduced? Are school completion rates for girls catching up to those for boys? Has infant mortality been mitigated? Has maternal health improved? While these and other indicators are certainly susceptible to (and best measured by) statistical means, the how and why of progress toward goal achievement lends itself admirably to focus group and key informant interviews. Talking to people, rather than simply measuring dollars or kilowatts, has steadily gained currency in development evaluation.

Focus group research was developed in the post-World War II period by sociologists Paul Lazarsfeld (who used the term “focus interview”) and Robert K. Merton (who coined the term “focussed group interview”). Merton and Patricia L. Kendall wrote about the method in a 1946 article that was later expanded upon by Merton, Gollin, and Kendall (1956). The methodology was almost immediately submerged by the discipline’s intense efforts to prove itself a “hard science” through increasingly sophisticated survey and statistical work, but the market research community rediscovered it during the 1960s. Since the 1980s, however, focus groups, as part of the resurgence of qualitative methods, have gradually become a respected tool that reflects the practice orientation and more qualitative nature of early 20th century sociology. 

Focus groups can be defined as structured, guided discussions that have as their sole purpose the gathering of data for scientific purposes (Merton et al., 1956). Their success depends on a well-trained moderator who facilitates the discussion through guided interaction so that ideas generated by the group can be pursued. The moderator draws out motivations, feelings, and values behind verbalizations through skillful probing and restating responses, but just as importantly, participants stimulate each other through “discussion, debate, dialogue, and disagreement”(Billson, 2007b) that cannot occur in individual interviews or on questionnaires. 

Why focus groups? Of all social science methods, focus group discussions excel in engaging the participation of those who are the intended beneficiaries of various programs and projects. In an era of increasing attention to participatory research and involvement of local stakeholders in program design, implementation, and evaluation, focus groups stand out as a logical vehicle for structured, systematic discussion. Focus groups enable researchers to develop a picture of how things work and then to take that analysis to ensuing focus groups in order to verify, expand, and possibly revise assumptions (Billson, 1991). For example, Mosavel et al. (2005) used a series of focus groups with Black South Africans in Cape Town to explore the (perceived) need for cervical cancer screening. By using focus groups and individual interviews to engage community stakeholders in interpretive analysis, the team “developed a research framework that incorporated the community's concerns and priorities, and stressed the intersecting roles of poverty, violence, and other cultural forces in shaping community members' health and wellbeing.” The interviews led the researchers to refocus away from “cervical cancer” screening toward “cervical health” screening, which was a concept that the community related to more immediately as having a direct impact on women’s lives. 
Using focus groups for early-point and mid-point monitoring can uncover problems before they sabotage the intervention. Asking about lessons learned and best practices at the end-point evaluation can help to shape more effective programs for future implementation. The key point methodologically is that group interaction generates insights through the cross-fertilization of ideas, affording depth and insight into the research question and helping contextualize quantitative data (Krueger and Casey, 2000; Puchta and Potter, 2004; Billson, 2006b; Billson, 2007b). Like any other method, focus groups have limitations, especially when researchers and/or moderators lack training and experience in the approach or recruitment lacks rigor, but their power as generators of complex analyses is difficult to match.

FOCUS GROUPS IN THE INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT

Qualitative approaches to understanding differences in behavior, attitudes, and values among various cultural groups within a country’s borders and between countries are now used (and respected) virtually worldwide (Billson, 2007c). Focus groups are especially popular in education and health, but are also used as a vehicle for participatory research, rapid appraisals, monitoring, evaluation, and case or comparative studies in sectors such as water and sanitation, urban development, human development, private sector development, agriculture, and environment. Focus groups also have become popular in accessing critical data for crosscutting issues such as food security and gender. 

One impetus for the recent interest (and confidence) in focus group research stems from the insistence by local beneficiaries that quantitative methods cannot adequately capture their lives or the true situation “on the ground” when it comes to needs or to the performance of development projects. International development organizations are discovering the limitations of quantitative methods for studying vulnerable populations (such as the poor and the elderly) or for evaluating programs intended to reach such populations. Increasingly, focus groups have become institutionalized, especially by international development organizations. For example:

· The World Health Organization and many other UN and international entities have established international standards for conducting focus groups (Hawthorne et al., 2006). 

· The World Bank has commissioned its own “guidelines” for conducting focus groups (Billson, 2006b), which were disseminated to one thousand resident missions worldwide. 

· Organizations such as the Wilder Foundation have developed their own focus group and community meeting guidelines (Hoskins and Lucas, 2003).

· One of the most influential studies of the late twentieth century utilized focus group methodology. Voices of the Poor: Crying out for Change, conducted by Deepa Narayan, et al. (2000; The World Bank Group, 2000/01), asked poor women and men in twenty countries, “How do you define well-being or a good quality of life, and ill-being or a bad quality of life?” (Billson and Fluehr-Lobban, 2005).

Furthermore, focus groups have matured to the point that some researchers are integrating unique strategies into the traditional focus group context (8 to 10 participants sitting around a table and responding to a set guide for about two hours). For example, Barata et al (2006) asked Portuguese and Caribbean Canadians about their attitudes toward participating in research, and then role-played a fictional recruitment and informed consent agreement process with respondents in the focus group, which revealed very different reactions when the two cultural groups were compared. Atkinson et al (2006) used Internet focus groups to explore patient-reported outcome measures (PROs) in both Germany and the United States, and then used thematic coding methodology to develop culturally sensitive questionnaire content using the natural language of participants. Then they asked participants to return for an evaluation of the PRO (survey-type) questions. According to the researchers, “Overall, the IFG responses and thematic analyses provided a thorough evaluation of similarities and differences in cross-cultural themes, which in turn acted as a sound base for the development of new PRO questionnaires.” Hermalin (2003) conducted focus groups in four Asian countries to explore the well-being of aging citizens. Everywhere, focus groups are held under trees, in community halls, in government conference rooms, or in homes—wherever beneficiaries and other stakeholders can reasonably be expected to gather for a structured group interview. 
USING FOCUS GROUPS TO ADVANCE WELL-BEING

Group Dimensions International is dedicated to building capacity for group effectiveness through research, training, organizational development, and facilitation with the goal of achieving positive social change. Our work in international development has involved clients such as the World Bank Group, the United Nations, the Foundation for Advanced Studies on International Development (FASID—Japan), and the European Commission. Our purpose is to assist communities and organizations to become more effective internally and externally; to foster organizational insight; and to help organizations shape their programs, policies, and products through knowledge and expert application of social science concepts, theories, and methodologies. This entails guiding organizations and communities in better understanding the needs of their constituencies, evaluating their work, and envisioning their futures. Always, the overarching goal is to advance well-being among individuals, organizations, communities, and societies.

We take development to imply movement towards well-being for those who are affected by projects; this means that evaluation must go beyond financial auditing and expenditure reporting to focus on actual impacts on the intended beneficiaries. Our mission is in keeping with the underlying values of the MDGs—to achieve poverty reduction and improve well-being. In that sense, we take our research to be practice. Our work contributes to uncovering the complexities of development effectiveness, to the extent that it is possible, in order that future projects will be more likely to succeed (Billson and Fluehr-Lobban, 2005).

In keeping with this mission and in concert with sophisticated quantitative methods (Bamberger, 2000), our corporate strategy is to advance the use of qualitative methodologies, especially individual and focus group interviews, as legitimate, powerful, and systematic research tools. Group process theory undergirds our facilitation, organizational analysis, and strategic planning functions. Thus, we employ focus groups in evaluation research, needs assessments, and strategic planning. We often harness the rich data from focus groups to data generated by key informant interviews, surveys, secondary analysis of census or other statistical data, and direct observation. Our work typically lays the foundation for client decisions regarding program development, policy analysis, organizational improvement, enhanced insight into challenges and contexts, and, ultimately, positive social change. For the purposes of this chapter, examples are provided here. In order to protect client confidentiality, specific challenges in conducting focus groups in international contexts are addressed generically in the next section.
Needs Assessment, Strategic Planning, and Program Development

Needs assessments help shape a project or program directly and responsively to the expressed concerns of a target population. They precede project implementation and motivating and evaluation (M&E), but may uncover indicators that should be incorporated into the M&E processes. For example, in 2006, GDI conducted focus groups on tourism development with private and public sector respondents in Savannakhet Province, Laos. The research took place as part of a focus group training workshop for the Foundation for Advanced Study on International Development and the Japan International Cooperation Agency (Billson, 2006a). Abbott, et al. (2002) used focus groups to design communication campaigns for a forestry project in Russia.

Strategic planning also involves the process of assessing the needs of stakeholders (usually in an organization, community, or government agency) in relation to their stated goals and detailed outcomes for the future. Strategic planning may involve a situation analysis before the session (generated by key informant interviews, desk review of annual reports and other materials, and a survey of stakeholder satisfaction with the current situation and preferences for future directions). Strategic planning sessions can result in concrete ideas for program development and the decision to do a formal needs assessment with those who are slated to implement the plans. For example, GDI’s work with the Canada-U.S. Fulbright Program involved was a needs assessment for training and professional development that included a survey of all 50 Fulbright Directors worldwide; development of the training agenda for their annual retreat; evaluation of the retreat; and generation of ideas for future program structure and directions (Billson, 1999a; 1999b).

Monitoring and Evaluation
The OECD defines monitoring and evaluation as follows: Monitoring is a continuous function that uses the systematic collection of data on specified indicators to provide management and the main stakeholders of an on-going development intervention with indications of the extent of progress and achievement of objectives and progress in the use of allocated funds. Evaluation is the systematic and objective assessment of an on-going or completed project, program, or policy, its design, implementation and results. The aim is to determine the relevance and fulfillment of objectives, development efficiency, effectiveness, impact, and sustainability. An evaluation should provide useful and credible information that enables the incorporation of lessons learned into the decision-making process of both recipients and donors (Kusek, Rist, and White, 2001).

GDI has carried out three major studies of the monitoring and evaluation (M&E) processes, which are critical in determining to what extent development programs are in fact achieving their intended outcomes. These discussions took place within the context of the growing stress on Results-Based Management (RBM), an emphasis that has become even stronger in the quest for achievement of the MDGs. RBM has to do with how governments and other development entities achieve or fail to achieve results. Focus groups provide an excellent way to explore this question with both stakeholders and beneficiaries, although triangulation of methods or differential use of methods is indicated according to stakeholder needs for information, the complexity of collecting data, political sensitivity regarding the collection of data, and intended uses of the information (Kusek and Rist, 2001:17; Kusek and Rist, 2004; Lefevre, 2004). RBM depends on an efficient feedback loop that sends M&E information into stakeholder communication streams so that reform, transparency, and programmatic changes can be engineered. This process usually involves capacity-building on the part of those who are managing change and may involve participation of intended beneficiaries in helping to determine how effective interventions are and what could make them more effective in the future. Focus groups can be useful during the monitoring process to ensure that mechanisms for accountability are in place (and in use) and to gauge beneficiary satisfaction and impacts. They are not just during formal evaluation, which usually occurs toward the end of a project or program, or even years after its completion. 

For example, GDI conducted one of the earliest stakeholder evaluations of the Bank’s evaluation methods and practices (Billson, 1996a). The purpose was to elicit perceptions of the image, mandate, performance, processes, and products of the World Bank’s Operations Evaluation Department (OED), and to generate ideas for OED’s future work in enhancing development effectiveness. Six groups were conducted at Bank headquarters with operations division chiefs, managers from central vice-presidencies, operations directors, and task managers. Six groups were held in borrower countries—Colombia, Zimbabwe, and Indonesia—with government ministries, national planning departments, NGOs, and Bank Resident Mission Staff. Respondents suggested the use of more participatory methodologies, heavier reliance on community-based qualitative data-gathering techniques, broader dissemination of findings, and mechanisms for introducing results in a timely fashion so as to impact future projects. 

With international development agency board members, executives, and task team leaders, we have conducted focus groups on issues such as resettlement policy implementation, the World Bank’s evaluation methods and practices, attitudes toward monitoring and evaluation, and the impacts of Bank lending. One study (Billson, 2004) involved focus groups and key informant interviews with World Bank task team leaders, sector managers, and division chiefs. The purpose was to explore views of the Bank’s M&E performance, barriers to conducting effective M&E, and the extent to which M&E furthers development effectiveness and results. 

A later GDI study (Billson and Steinmeyer, 2006) focused on the perceptions of staff and management regarding the Bank’s M&E system; how staff and management view the use and usefulness of the Bank’s internal Independent Evaluation Group (IEG—formerly OED) evaluation results, products, and information; and the challenges staff and management encounter as they attempt to incorporate monitoring information and evaluation results into design of future development projects. Focus groups and executive interviews were conducted with the World Bank task team leaders, sector managers, country directors and coordinators, board members who serve on the Committee on Development Effectiveness, and IEG staff. This study contributed to IEG’s 2006 Annual Review on Operations Evaluation (2006). The study focused on the use and usefulness of monitoring information and evaluation reports; the application of M&E information to manage for results; challenges, incentives, and disincentives in using monitoring information and evaluation results; and the possible disconnects between perceptions of those who use M&E information and those who produce it. 

Program Evaluation and Impact Assessment

The capstones of M&E are program evaluations and impact assessments (Baker, 2000). Both require careful research design (best prepared in advance of program implementation) and often involve comparison groups. In development, however, the availability of comparison groups may be ethically or logistically impossible to arrange. For example, if the Asian Development Bank determines the need for a power dam in two provinces of the Philippines, it cannot decide to build a dam only in one province, but not in the other, simply to measure comparative impacts. A second challenge in conducting program evaluations or impact assessments lies in identifying indicators—before a project begins—that will be measurable and trackable by local or national authorities through the end of the project. Third, statistical records (e.g., of funds dispersed, number of kilowatt hours generated, or number of people served by a new dam) may not provide a meaningful picture of the project’s true impacts or relative success. Issues of displacement, resettlement because of flooding lands along the river, or insufficient infrastructure to transmit power to those who need it most could confound its positive impacts.

GDI has used qualitative methods to carry out many program evaluations, both domestic and international. Recently, GDI led a thematic evaluation of Emergency School Feeding Programs (ESF) sponsored by the UN’s World Food Program (WFP). The evaluation used group interviews and key informant interviews in Pakistan, Sudan, and Congo (Steinmeyer et al., 2007). The purpose and objective of the evaluation was to draw lessons for future implementation of ESF in the various emergency contexts in which the World Food Program operates; to identify aspects of ESF on which further guidance is needed; to inform the preparation of the WFP’s policy paper on food for education, and to refine the 2004 “Guidelines for school feeding in an emergency situation.” The perceptions from the field of current WFP practices with regard to emergency situations and Protracted Relief and Recovery Operations led to exploration of four general aspects of ESF operations: 1) The relevance of objectives generally associated with ESF operations in the various emergency and operational contexts of WFP projects; 2) the efficiency and effectiveness of ESF operations for contributing to these objectives; 3) the constraints and opportunities of managing ESF operations in the different emergency and operational contexts, and how these influence project performance; and 4) the factors influencing the sustainability of ESF benefits in the various contexts encountered by WFP. These evaluation elements—relevance, efficiency, effectiveness, constraints and opportunities, performance, and sustainability—can be used in any program evaluation.

Impact assessments present even greater challenges when the period under examination covers many years and a multiplicity of interventions has occurred. In this case, statistical analyses are limited; gathering the perceptions of those who have closely watched the passing of history may be more fruitful in exploring impacts. For instance, in 1996, when the World Bank performed a public expenditure tracking study of funds earmarked for schools in Uganda, it was determined that less than 30 percent of the money was making it down to the local level. The majority was being siphoned off by administrative costs at the central government level or into the pockets of the elite (ESSDN, 2003). This raised general questions about the impacts of donor lending and the extent of (and need for) aid coordination among donors. It was in this context that GDI was asked to conduct seven focus groups in Kampala, Uganda’s capital, to help determine the impacts of donor lending since the fall of Idi Amin in 1979. The report (Billson, 1999) became part of the Bank’s participatory evaluation for the Uganda Country Assistance Review. 

Over seventy stakeholders from the Government of Uganda, donors, parliament, NGOs, civil society, media, and the private sector participated. Participants were asked to discuss both successes and shortfalls in country and donor performance, as well as “lessons learned” that might improve future performance. Respondents deplored the fact that only a small portion of aid funds was making it to the intended populations; they stressed the importance of “plugging the holes” in the system and empowering civil society to ensure better implementation of projects. They were positive that decentralization would lead to greater accountability and better project implementation at the local level, but agreed that capacity building at the district level is also crucial. Agricultural modernization and land reform, capacity building in the government and media, and better research facilities and more current statistical/census data were identified as key building blocks for future development. 

Policy Analysis

GDI has employed focus groups to explore policy issues and policy implementation. For instance, as part of the move from development as a “bricks and mortar” exercise toward the broader goal of improving lives through poverty reduction, GDI was asked to conduct focus groups with task managers (now called task team leaders) and economists at the World Bank (Billson, 1996b). Respondents were invited to define social development—in the sense of social integration, poverty reduction, social justice, human resource development, political stability, and beneficiary participation—and relate it to the concept of development in general. They reported that “social development” tends to merge with images of social sector work to create an amorphous picture that is hard to separate from “economic development.” Many respondents believed that, for the most part, good economic development (and analysis) produces (and therefore subsumes) good social development (and analysis). Social sector work and the broader category of social development “go beyond individual human resource development and sustainability” to include stakeholder participation and a notion of growth. Furthermore, respondents said they were unsure of how to find sociologists or anthropologists to contract regarding work on social development issues. 

Along these lines, GDI’s focus group study of task managers revealed that when the Bank’s policy regarding involuntary resettlement (designed by sociologist Michael Cernea) was not consistently implemented, it was because of lack of knowledge of how to manage the social dimension in development work rather than out-of-hand rejection of the resettlement policy itself (Billson, 1993). Another focus group study showed that task managers were unclear about how to engage sociologists and anthropologists effectively in studying girls’ education in Asian and African countries (Billson, 1995).

These and other studies led to intensified efforts to integrate the social dimension into Bank projects, policies, and processes through a variety of internal mechanisms incorporated into the project cycle (including identification, preparation, appraisal, and supervision). As Cernea (2004) argued, 

At each and every ‘stage’ in the Bank’s project cycle, there is a different set of socio-cultural variables and issues that must be addressed, there are values, attitudes, and expectations to be known and taken into account…a good social specialist would have specific, and distinct, functional tasks to perform. 

Enhancing the social dimension of development is an on-going policy initiative in the Bank and remains at the core of GDI’s work.
Conference, Workshop, and Product Evaluation

Merton’s original conceptualization of focus group discussions was to garner impressions from respondents who were exposed to a common stimulus, such as a radio show. This is still an excellent use of focus groups—evaluating conferences, workshops, or products to which a group (or category) of respondents has been exposed. Billson and Steinmeyer (2005) evaluated the flagship publication of the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP), based in Bangkok, Thailand (the largest of the five UN Commissions). UNESCAP’s annual Economic and Social Survey of Asia and the Pacific had been produced for 50 years without a formal evaluation. Focus groups were held with UNESCAP staff and managers, and individual interviews were held via telephone throughout the ESCAP region with readers in think tanks, universities, governments, and corporations. 

In the middle of the Asian Economic Crisis of 1997, the Asian Development Bank and the World Bank sponsored a weeklong “Asian Development Forum” in Manila. GDI used on-site focus groups with a random sample of participants from the region, along with post-session surveys, to evaluate the conference (Billson and London, 1997b). Similarly, we used focus groups in evaluating the World Bank’s “Global Knowledge Conference” in Toronto (Billson and London, 1997c), and the WB/Foundation for Advanced Studies on International Development program, “Development Effectiveness: The Environment and Urban Development,” which was held in Malaysia and Japan (Billson, 1997a). Evaluating conferences and workshops involves perceptions of content and organization, but also of how people learn best in this type of setting.

CHALLENGES TO THE INTEGRITY OF FOCUS GROUP RESEARCH

Most cultures engage naturally in small group discussions within families, neighborhoods, and political entities. This renders focus groups especially appropriate as a methodology for exploring development issues. For instance, in Laos, focus group participants said they enjoyed the interview and found it a comfortable format because they participate in “morning chit chats” (a tradition among men but increasingly among Laotian women as well). Strong recruitment and moderation for balanced participation are essential. Careful planning and preparation will help minimize misinterpretation and maximize participation, but caution must be employed at every step of the way. Challenges to conducting professional, systematic focus groups include:

Communication: Because of the liabilities of communicating across great distances during the preparation stage, errors in communication are likely when organizing focus groups in the international context.
· Communication surrounding recruitment and logistics can be clumsy and inaccurate. 

· Email is the preferred way to communicate and leaves a “trail,” but it is also an informal mechanism that is subject to technological glitches and misunderstandings. 

Recruitment—Obtaining Balanced Stakeholder Viewpoints: Validity of the data depends on acquiring a reasonable distribution of all stakeholders in the focus groups to avoid biasing results.

· Recruitment in small or rural communities raises questions of duplication of results (by inadvertently recruiting inside kinship or friendship groups) or of politicising the process. Although it is desirable to involve local residents and train them in neutral recruitment techniques (a step toward participatory research), close supervision is necessary to help recruiters stay above pressure from local networks.

· Focus groups in the international development context often involve government agencies and other large bureaucracies as key stakeholders. It is possible for mega-organizations to overshadow the viewpoints of other stakeholders. Governments may for convenience over-recruit government personnel versus NGO respondents. Separation of these stakeholders into separate groups helps to avoid this problem.

· Inadvertent politicization of the research can occur when prestigious governmental officials are invited to a focus group, rather than those who are specifically knowledgeable about the topic. Holding separate focus groups with beneficiaries, NGOs, and other public groups will help balance government viewpoints.

· Stakeholders and intended beneficiaries, like citizens of developing countries whose taxes probably support international development funds, may be unaware of projects, hostile toward them, or supportive of them (DFID, 2002). It is essential to select those who are aware of the development intervention and are in a position to evaluate it. 

Moderation: Strong moderation involves balancing participation and staying on the client’s key research question. 

· Especially in politically charged situations, it may be difficult to keep the group focused on the topic at hand rather than allowing the interviews to devolve into gripe sessions. Dominators may overtake a focus group if the moderator does not exert appropriate control and employ special moderation techniques.

· Retaining respondents for the full time allotted (generally two hours) may be hard when the temptations of email and telephone messages—or of other meetings—are only a few steps away. This is especially true for members of bureaucratic organizations.
· Inconsistencies in moderation that occur because of the need for multiple moderators (in large studies) and/or lack of moderator training, which can confound the data and data analysis. It is important that all moderators on a research project be retrained to the current guide, population, and research question (Billson, 2007a).
· Weak moderator guides with poor questions that fail to generate interaction may result in thin, off-target data. Clients often want focus group researchers to employ survey-type questions, which is inappropriate and must be addressed up front.
Cultural Issues: Cultural sensitivities must, of course, be anticipated and addressed in doing international focus group research (Billson, 1991; Knodel, 1995; Billson, 2006b, 2007a). Participants bring varying expectations and habits regarding small group interaction. Ground rules and procedures must be established at the outset, while taking into account what will work better in one culture versus another.

· In some cultures, the concern for harmony and aversion to criticism strongly affect group discussions. Moderators must be certain in the “preamble” to reassure participants that it is not only acceptable but also essential for them to give their most honest opinions and ideas—even if others might disagree with them. We find that taking extra care to create a safe environment in which genuine disagreement can be expressed helps reduce the press toward harmony and agreement. 

· The research design must compensate for difficulties that surround conducting focus groups in cultures in which critical or negative remarks are considered impolite. Stratifying the groups by gender, socio-economic status, role in the community, and place of residence may help participants speak more honestly. It is preferable to compose the groups of non-acquaintances who use fictitious names, and to reassure participants that their names will not be used in reports, publications, or discussions with local authorities.

· In some cultures, making direct eye contact with participants might be considered rude. We acknowledge this cultural difference and stress the need for eye contact as a part of skilled moderation. 

· Language barriers and interpretation difficulties always occur in cross-cultural interviews, and raise special problems in focus groups. We find that whenever researchers work outside their linguistic/cultural communities, meaning is lost and confusion occurs over the exact intention of the research and the questions. Technical support with professional translation of the guide (in advance) and interpretation (during the interview) is essential. Note: Interpreters should not simply be someone local who is interested in the project and speaks the relevant languages; training is essential (Maynard-Tucker, 2000). As with moderators, interpreters can bias responses; they should be apprised of the project’s purpose, the critical role of neutral interpretation, the nature of the participants, and the logistics. The moderator should anticipate spending at least two hours reviewing the moderator’s guide with the interpreter well before the first group. An appropriate interpreter must have full command of both languages; be able to interpret simultaneously or quickly—the “one second rule”; and be able to concentrate and stay in role (Billson, 2007a). The moderator should not also be the interpreter, because the moderator needs to pay close attention to group process, as well as to content.

Each of these challenges must be met head on before the sessions (in the case of recruitment and politicization issues) or during the session (in case of facilitation and retention issues) if the research is to be conducted systematically. 

STRATEGIES FOR CONDUCTING FOCUS GROUPS IN A COMPARATIVE MODE
Questions of comparability of data arise when focus groups are conducted in several cultures (or communities) for the same project. For instance, a study of female urban micro-enterprise owners in four countries should yield a clear picture of these women in each country, but should also afford a comparative view across countries. This requires a structural approach to conducting the research that involves 1) developing solid case studies based on the data for each country and 2) systematically comparing data across all project countries. Refer to Table 1, below. 

Table 10.1: Nine Critical Strategies for Comparative Cross-Cultural Research 

The Group Blueprint

If you place the key variables on a grid, they will create a “group blueprint” that helps you visualize the ways in which major variables interact with each other (Billson, 2007b). Group blueprints not only help determine the number of groups, but also help shape the direction of the research. Especially when it is necessary to curtail the number of focus groups, a blueprint will help you decide rationally rather than randomly which groups to eliminate. See Table 10.2 below. 

Table 10.2: Group Blueprint for Perú—Two Key Variables

The researchers (Sagasti, 2004) had a professional market firm conduct focus groups in Peru. The focus groups were stratified by socioeconomic status and gender. Other variables (which would have yielded more focus groups) could have been urban vs. rural residence, education level, age band, occupational type, or participation in/beneficiary of a particular program.

Limited funding, time, and the burden of managing enormous amounts of qualitative data discourage conducting a large number of focus groups. Most projects can generate sufficient data by holding from four to 20 focus groups, although many larger projects exist. A solid research design makes sure that respondents reflect the profile of the population from which they are drawn. Weak design inevitably results in poor research and possibly unusable results; strong design supports the generation of valid, reliable, and useful data.
The Moderator’s Guide (Protocol)

Designing focus group questions requires as much an art as a science. The moderator’s guide should always be developed in collaboration with the clients (and beneficiaries, stakeholders, and key informants) and then piloted in each community/culture/country with respondents who are essentially similar to intended respondents. Several iterations of the moderator’s guide will occur, especially when concepts must be translated from one language into another. Working closely (even electronically) helps eliminate misunderstandings. Developing a uniform moderator’s guide will provide project integrity; ensuring that the guide is identical across countries (or regions/districts within the same country) will provide data consistency (Billson, 2007a). In spite of these efforts, implementation of the guide identically in multiple settings and often with multiple moderators remains a challenge as Hawthorne, et al. (2006) have documented: “Because of local situations, it is difficult to achieve identical implementation of multi-centre cross-cultural protocols.” The highest standards of supervision, guidance, and auditing are essential if data are to be compared with rigor. 

Framing the Questions across Cultures

The moderator’s guide for a cross-cultural study should contain the same core questions for all groups and all countries, but tailor-made questions for each culture can be placed in add-on modules. 

· Core questions can include “identical” (no wording differences) and “parallel” questions (that tap the same material but with slightly different terminology). Example: In Bangladesh, women might refer to contraception as “birth control” and in Thailand they might use the term “contraceptives.” As long as the wording is identical except for these interchangeable terms that have to do with local usage, it is still a parallel question. 

· Tailor-made questions address specific issues and should not constitute more than about 10 to 15% of the entire guide, if the project goal is to make meaningful comparisons across cultures. Example: A tailor-made question might address unique programs or events: “The Ministry of Health conducted an education campaign in your district regarding contraception. How did women react to that?”

Certain concepts might not easily be translatable into some languages. For example, we found that Canadian Inuit women did not relate to a question about “problems”—a word that does not appear in Inuktitut, their language. Comparable terms must be negotiated during the process of developing the moderator’s guide—not during the focus groups. 

Coordinating Logistics

The opportunity for true comparative research also presents multiple opportunities for failure of the data-collection process. If focus groups are held with women in very informal, freewheeling settings in one country, with husbands and children wandering in and out of the room, but in a very formal setting in another country, without interference, the results may be quite different. 

Similarly, if community leaders are allowed to observe the focus groups because the local logistics person does not have the strength to prevent them from entering the focus group setting, the data may look very different from data gathered in a more neutral setting. Close, on-site supervision of the process by one central coordinator will strengthen consistency of processes and procedures across sites and serve as a sounding board for solving problems unique to each country.

If logistics and data collection processes are kept as uniform (and controlled) as possible, then comparative analysis is protected. Consequently, there is a particular need in cross-cultural focus group research for:

· Training of all logistics and support staff.

· The assignment of one person in each country who is responsible for and present for all focus groups in that country; preferably, the person coordinates logistics and observes at least one focus group per moderator to ensure consistency of style and approach.
· The presence of at least one representative from the project’s central headquarters (or a consultant who oversees all country research activities); if this is not possible, then a videotape of at least one focus group from each set should be reviewed for consistency, along with a review of logistics.

· Pre-, mid-point, and post- email reports on logistics and the progress of the research. 

Even when researchers do not moderate the focus groups themselves, they can be intimately involved in the research process. As Sagasti (2004) writes about the Agenda Perú project, “We frequently stood behind a two-way mirror to observe the progress of the focus groups and spent a considerable time reading the detailed transcripts of each session.” This increases the likelihood that the entire data-gathering process will be carried out in a consistent, systematic manner. 

Recording the Data

Regardless of the method used to record a session, it must be accurate and thorough. Audio-taping sessions protects data that is needed for most social and policy-related research; note-taking is acceptable as the primary means of documenting the interview—in order to avoid the necessity of formal transcription—but the session also should be tape-recorded. Later, the note-taker should check notes against the tapes for accuracy. GDI has experimented with a variety of systems; the results definitively suggest the value of having tapes. In our view, even though transcribing adds to project costs, tape-recording with formal transcripts provides the most accurate and reliable data. It also is essential in doing cross-cultural work because of translation issues. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF TRAINING

The group interview offers a lens through which we can see a wide variety of experiences and opinions. This presents both advantages and disadvantages because the moderator serves as the “instrument of research,” which makes it is easy for his/her biases to influence the data. All moderators must be trained particularly on the core questions that will be used across cultures—how and when to probe, how to restate the questions without changing them if respondents do not immediately contribute, and how to avoid biasing respondents by their own reactions to participant responses. 

GDI has trained community-based recruiters/moderators in many countries, for example: in Canada, for studies of gender relations in seven cultural communities (Billson, 1993); in Laos, for a tourism project (2006); in Trinidad, for Ministry of Public Information and Administration studies; and, in Bolivia, for the improvement of public education. Trainees can be extremely helpful in the design and recruitment stages, and, with supervision, can serve as effective moderators. 

CONCLUSIONS

Focus groups constitute a universal methodology, but they must be reshaped for each cultural context without losing the depth of data associated with local, regional, and national sensitivities, their scientific nature, or the capacity for cross cultural comparison.

By asking critical questions of all parties involved in attempting to create positive social change and improve well-being, sociologists help development practitioners avoid the fatal disconnect between theory and policy. Focus groups, as a type of in-depth interviewing, can provide invaluable insights into the complexities of development implementation and impacts. 

Through triangulation, focus groups can amplify other methods to reinforce the advantages and strengths of each method while minimizing their disadvantages and weaknesses. For example, participant observation and key informant interviews could explore how people frame the key research questions; focus groups could generate debate and collaborative interpretation; a face-to-face survey of a larger sample of community members could broaden the base of understanding; and preliminary conclusions and hypotheses could be discussed in focus groups to contextualize data as part of a “progressive verification method” (Billson, 1991). 

Focus groups harness our collective understanding of the complexities of human interaction and help uncover layers and types of information that are not easily accessed through other methods. Used properly, this maturing social science technique can produce rock-solid data regarding many different questions or settings. 

Through many methods, but especially through focus group research because it is so well suited to exploring the worlds of interest and experience that exist in every society, sociologists can make a unique contribution. We can work actively in shaping policy and programs that address the most pressing problems of this century by helping to evaluate the progress so far toward achievement of the MDGs and similar aspirations. 

Group interviews, which were developed by sociologists in the last century, have grown in both popularity and misuse. The challenge of this century is to bring more discipline to the method, use it responsibly, and present findings creatively. 
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Table 10.1: Nine Critical Strategies for 

Comparative Cross-Cultural Research (adapted from Billson, 2007a)
· Craft a common, required research design and “group blueprint” (segmentation of the population according to key variables).

· Set aside ample time for careful preparation for the focus groups (including recruitment strategies and mechanisms, incentives for participation, and determination of who will make the best recruiters).

· Thoroughly train recruiters and recruit without biasing samples.

· Develop a uniform moderator’s guide with a preamble that reiterates the research purpose and ethical concerns (such as anonymity, use of the data, who will receive the report).

· Thoroughly train moderators and interpreters (professionals trained in policy research interviews rather than in market research are preferable in development venues).

· Organize close, on-site supervision of the entire research process. (This is especially crucial for ensuring comparability when working across communities, cultures, or countries).

· Create and follow a common structure for data analysis (e.g., global coding, inter-rater reliability mechanisms, and developing agreement on emergent themes).

· Create and agree upon a common structure for report presentation (including headings, subheadings, and use of direct quotes).

· Follow basic strategies for conducting ethical qualitative research.

Table 10.2: Group Blueprint for Perú—Two Key Variables

	              INCOME

GENDER
	Low-Income
	Low-to-Medium Income

	Male 
	Group 1
	Group 3

	Female
	Group 2 
	Group 4
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