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This handbook has been developed in the framework of the project Urban MSF Spaces.  

It outlines the necessary steps for designing and implementing an effective focus group 

discussion.  

This handbook has been prepared by “HIGGS“  team.  

HIGGS, (Higher Incubator Giving Growth and Sustainability), is an initiative which aims to 

reinforce non-profit organizations | NGOs |, through educational and supportive programs and 

activities.  
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Glossary of terms  

 

FGD    Focus Group Discussion 

Grassroots people   Groups of people acting as the basis for a movement 

MSF Associative Members  Registered members   

MSF Executive/Staff  People working in MSF 

Non – MSFers   People outside MSF 
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Introduction 

This brief handbook outlines the necessary steps for designing and implementing an effective 

focus group discussion.  

What is a focus group and why is it useful in the context of a project or during the phase of 

evaluation? A Focus Group Discussion (FGD) is a qualitative research technique. It consists in a 

structured discussion from a selected group of people on a specific topic of interest. The main 

objective of the discussion is to exploit the dynamics of the group.  

Focus groups have been used since the 1940s at the Princeton University Office of Radio 

Research. The original research focused on media and messages, like the war propaganda films. 

In particular, during World War II, the U.S. government utilized focus groups to study the impact 

of military propaganda films. The main goal was to identify which methods were more effective 

to increase people’s support for the war. 

In a Focus Group Discussion, a moderator or facilitator is a fundamental part, whose role is to 

urge participants to contribute to the discussion, expressing their opinions and ideas. Focus 

groups add the value of group interaction, allowing participants to agree or disagree with each 

other so that it provides different views on a specific issue.  

In the following sections useful instructions for the main stages of the planning and 

implementation phase of an effective focus group discussion are presented.  
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Step 1: Defining the Objectives of a FGD  

A sufficiently defined research purpose is essential for the effectiveness of the FGD. There are 

different varieties of purposes that a focus group may serve for: exploration of issues that may 

be interesting for the target audience, a more systematic research with specific questions or a 

program evaluation. 

A clear purpose helps the organizers defining the structure of the focus group: how many 

questions are needed? On which topics is the discussion fundamental in order to gather 

information? 

The purpose also determines the choice and the characteristics of the participants. Participants 

may vary in age, gender, family position, occupation or a combination of these. The key is to 

choose one or two characteristics that participants share in common and then include enough 

diversity regarding other characteristics, in order for the outcome of the discussion to be 

representative of the collective opinion. 

It’s important to keep in mind that the main purpose of focus groups is not to reach a decision, 

but to gather information on a specific topic. In the analytical phase, even the smallest piece of 

information may be useful to gain useful insights. 
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For MSF Urban Spaces Project the main objective is the following: 

Understand the “whys” and “hows” different MSF entities  were successful in (a) mobilizing their 

members, and friends of MSF  and (b) leading/participating in societal responses towards the 

refugee crisis.  

 Understand better the “hows” and “whys” MSF “associative members” were mobilized 

around migration crisis response, what went well and what did not go well. Can it be 

improved?  

 Explore deeper the “hows” of MSF connectivity with others, what worked well and what did 

not work well 

 Get some insights on how MSF can overcome challenges it had, as they are described in 

lessons learnt 

Create links with out of MSF people The goal is to use the results so as to identify new ways to 

organize MSF membership more effectively and better ways to connect with others.  

Results are going to a) feed MSF internal analysis on how it can improve as a movement and b) 

contribute to the buildup of a toolbox of further activities. 
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Step 2: How to select the participants of a FGD? 

After defining the purpose of the study, the research should be outlined in its methodological 

aspect. At the same time, the conceptualization phase of the focus groups should be planned. 

This phase is similar to the one in a traditional research project. The population and the sample 

have to be defined. These people need to be related with the subject under focus, potentially 

having presented different approaches and stances towards the given matter. As a FGD needs 

to take into account the local environment, it is the local team’s responsibility to conduct an 

honest brainstorming event on identifying the most relevant stakeholders as they have the best 

understanding of the relevant ecosystem. 

The sample is not random or probabilistic. It is advisable to choose the “convenience sampling 

methodology”, which is defined as “a non-probability sampling technique where subjects are 

selected because of their convenient accessibility and proximity to the researcher.” 

It is recommended that the appropriate size of a focus group is around 7 to 10 individuals.  

More than the required number of participants need to be invited in order to secure the 

appropriate number – FDG usually have up to 1-2 “no-shows” if the invitation process is handled 

appropriately.  

Assuring the attendance of the participants is another important point: sometimes, 

organizations are afraid to organize focus groups because of last minutes cancellations or no-

shows that may destroy weeks of careful planning. 

This problem may be overcome by taking some preliminary steps to assure the presence of the 

selected participants: setting a time and make sure that it fits everyone, making personal 

contacts with the participants through phone calls or personal meetings, send a personal 

confirmation some days before the event with all the relevant details are important. 
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A sample of participants’ invitation can be found in the Appendix I 

For MSF Urban Spaces Project our proposal is the following*: 

Two FDGs both involving around 7-8 participants. 

 One “mixed” FGD consisted of 2-3 MSF Executive and Staff (MSF E&S), 2 MSF Associative Member 

(MSF AM), 3-4 "non-MSFers" 

The aim of this FGD is to explore interactions between MSF and non-MSF constituents of the 

migration/refugee crisis and get valuable insights of how the different stakeholders have understood (a) 

the crisis and (b) MSF relevant stance.  

Although not directly aimed at, it could be possible that it will revealed to what degree and why MSF 

Associative Member are found closer to non-MSF as well as how the “MSF E&S” and “MSF AM” 

relationship has conditioned how non-MSFers understand MSF as a whole. 

 

 One “focused” FGD consisted of 3-4 MSF Executive and Staff and 3-4 MSF Associative Members 

The aim of this FGD is to explore in a deeper way the relationship between “MSF E&S” and “MSF AM” 

and how this has conditioned the latter’s mobilization and the overall MSF approach to the 

migration/refugee crisis. 

 

Potential participants (not exhaustive list):  
MSF E&S from comms department/advocacy or comms manager in migration issue or anyone having a 
key role in the subject under focus 
AM with transversal experience (having participated in operations, an active AM) 
AM who has developed activities mainly outside of MSF 
AM not active in the current crisis 
Other NGOs representatives (which had some activity in the current issue – potentially people with some 
role in the examples identified in the last part of the questionnaire) 
Representatives from migration and refugees associations/groups (if active in the issue under focus) 
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Informal group representatives 
Representatives of Local Authorities 

*Proposal will be crosschecked with pilot FGD 

Step 3: Develop a Timeline  

It is important to develop a timeline for the FGD phases, based on two rules: a) start selecting 

the participants and developing the FGD purpose from 4 to 6 weeks before its actual 

implementation and b) create a timeline that helps the organizers to follow the several tasks 

that are needed to be taken. The duration of each task is an approximation and reflects the 

abilities of the organizers. 

 

Sample Timeline 

Week 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Planning         

Participants’ 

selection 

        

Facilitation         

Analysis/Reporting         

 

  



         MSF URBAN SPACES 
A Handbook for Designing and Conducting a Focus Group Discussion 

 

  11                                                                                                                                

 
 

Step 4: Facilitation 

A critical stage before the implementation of the FGD is the selection of the facilitator, who 

must be someone good in encouraging the discussion. It’s advisable to provide the facilitator a 

script, with all the appropriate information in order to help him/her running the discussion more 

smoothly. 

Another critical point is a consent form, in which the participants formally agree to take part in 

the FGD as well as to be audio-taped. An example of a consent form can be found in the Appendix 

II.  

The questions for the discussion should be developed carefully. They should be simple and clear 

but open-ended, in order to facilitate the discussion. Open-ended questions are those that 

cannot or should not be answered by just a yes or no or with just one-two words by which 

“invite” respondents to say a few words on the subject matter in order to answer them. Hence, 

open-ended questions are used to get people talking as opposed to close-ended questions in 

which a respondent can “escape” with a single word. 

Examples of different types of questions: 

Are you going to participate in the X MSF event? This is clearly a close-ended question as the 

respondent is required to select between “yes” and “no” (and maybe “maybe”). 

What are the reasons for joining X MSF event? This is clearly an open-ended question that cannot 

be answered with just one word, the respondent needs to expand a bit. 

 

Caution: Some people tend to answer questions with limited words – this is because they are 
either shy or they prefer not to open up and say what they really feel on a subject. This is most 
often with people that have a negative opinion about something. The facilitator needs to 
decrease the room for escaping the question by politely going back to the respondent and 
asking him/her to elaborate.  
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The questions should follow a logical order, and they should include questions that facilitate 

discussion when there is no answer to the initial question and questions that explore the under-

research topic.  

Emphasis must be given into creating a relaxed environment in which participants are 

encouraged to discuss. This may mean sometimes that initial approaches by the facilitator does 

not focus so much on the set questions but on creating that environment. Nevertheless, the 

discussion needs to lead somewhere and not be unstructured – structure needs to be introduced 

by the most indirect/unnoticed way.  

The focus group team should be composed of at least two people, one facilitator and one note-

taker. The facilitator should memorize all the questions for the fluency of the discussion. 

A pre-session observation of the group is advisable, but not always necessary, to assist the 

facilitator to understand the dynamics of the group in order to conduct more effectively the 

discussion. The facilitator should interact with participants as much as possible before and after 

the session: informal communication helps smoothing the discussion and makes everyone more 

comfortable. 

The facilitator, during the discussion, should avoid expressing any personal views and 

expressions such as “I agree”, “you’re right”. Additionally, participants should feel free to express 

any views with any timidity.  

He/she must make sure that everyone respects the rules: no one should be interrupted, 

everyone should listen to the others, no one should talk over other people. 
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It’s important that the facilitator tries to expand as much as possible on the participants’ 

contributions (when relevant), asking them to elaborate on particular topics or brings examples 

to the table. 

 

When moderating the group, the facilitator should follow the program as much as possible. It’s 

important that he/she reminds before and at the end that the information provided are 

confidential and that will only be used for the purposes of this project. It should be clear that 

statements will not be linked to individuals after the conclusion of the discussion.  

Facilitator should ask again participants whether they agree for being recorded.  

If someone is against, then the team should not audio– tape the discussion. 

  

FGD Main Rules 
Everyone gets a fair hearing.                    It’s OK to disagree, but don’t personalize it; stick to the issue. 
No name-calling or stereotyping.           Speak for yourself, not for others. 
Personal stories stay in the group, unless we all agree that we can share them. 
 
To encourage discussion (if none actually talks) 
Ask participants to think about an issue for a few minutes and write down their responses to the 
question. 
Ask each participant to read - and elaborate on - one of their responses. 
Note the responses on a flipchart/whiteboard (the recorder may also take notes, but if the group is 
not responsive, it might be helpful for them to see responses on a flip chart or board). 
 
Red flags 
If one participant tries to dominate the session, the facilitator should invite each person to speak in 
turn. 
Avoid interviewing friends in the same group as they can form cliques. If cliques do form, suggest taking 
a break and changing seating positions upon returning from the break. 
Avoid personal confrontation - allow the group to police itself (e.g. “do others in the group agree?”). 
Respect someone’s right to be quiet, but do give him or her a chance to share their ideas 
Use differences of opinion as a topic of discussion - the facilitator must not take sides. 
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In the following table the preliminary tasks are described: 

Preliminary Tasks 

1. Identify the Participants and create a list 

2. Choose the Facilitator 

3. Develop the Questions 

4. Invite Participants 

5. Verify Invitation to Participants by Phone 

6. Finalize Room arrangements 

7. Remind Call to Participants 

8. Organize all the appropriate material 

 

Overall Steps – Facilitator 

Before FGD 

1. Read all relevant available documentation – e.g. surveys results, reports 

2.  Get deeper into what the aim of the FGD is 

3. Learn by heart the questions provided – aim more for the logic and not the wording itself 

4. Familiarize with the visual aids (if available) 

5. Familiarize with invitees – who is who, what was his/her role in the subject matter, is he a “loud” 
or a “quiet” person? 

During the FGD 

1. Be present and available at least 30’ before start.  

2. Ensure the meeting room and everything else (e.g. biscuits and coffee) are in place 

3. Welcome and do small talk with invitees – usually they come in waves so some one-to-one short 
talks is  

4. Introduce himself and explain the aim of the FGD 

5. Discuss the Consent Form, initiate voice recorder (if no objections raised) 

6. Do a round of who is who 

7. Facilitate the discussion, give it structure, balance talkers-no-talkers, not express views  
(a short story telling on a relevant case or some visual aids can/should be utilized to “warm up” 
the group) 

8. Take some notes (not full ones – this is the task of the second person) 

9. Welcome everyone for participating 

After the FGD 

1. Start writing report soon after the end of the FGD 

2. Go back for clarifications if required (this should be kept to the minimum) 

3. Cross-check with second person the report 
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In the following part, the timeline of the actual implementation phase of the focus groups, is 

presented:  

 

A. Introduction (20 minutes)  

 

 
 

Focus Group - Timeline 

1. Welcome the participants. 

Thank you for coming today. 

2. Introduce Facilitator. 

3. Purpose of Discussion: 

The purpose of today’s discussion is to………. 

Τhis focus group takes place in the framework of the project, MSF Urban Spaces, an MSF program, in 

which the following 6 cities participate: Athens, Rome, Istanbul, Johannesburg, Montreal and Mexico 

City. Aim of this project, is to explore during the years 2015-2018 of the refugee/migration what went 

well and what did not go well a) in the mobilization of our associative members/volunteers and b) in 

our linking with other groups, initiatives, organizations of wider civil society. The results of the discussion 

will be used for our own internal analysis on how we can improve our action in the future and they will 

contribute to the preparation of some pilot activities to be implemented to the respective cities.   

Explanation on what is the role of members and have a slide on MSF governance/Associative Executive. 

4. Informed Consent (See Appendix I). 

Inform the participants about the Informed Consent and give them a few minutes to read it. 

• PAUSE: Are there any questions about the informed consent document?  

• COLLECT: If there are no more questions about the informed consent document, please sign.  

Ensure participants retain a copy.  
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Caution - terminology:  

 There needs to be a clearer explanation on what is the role of MSF 
members/volunteers and how they participate in the organization. In the 
introductory part, the facilitator needs to explain more the MSF structure and the 
role of members.  

 Another term that needs to be defined is whom to we refer to when we talk about 
wider civil society. In Athens, when referred to it we refer to both formal and 
informal initiatives, and we include in this volunteer groups, local NGOs, 
neighborhood initiatives, municipality initiatives, refuges and migrants groups. This 
needs to be defined according to each location’s relevant environment. 
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B. Discussion – Questions (90 minutes)  

 

 

 

Mixed FGD 

- What is your opinion about the connection of MSF with wider civil society during migration crisis 

response? How effective do you think we have been? (One needs to clarify that we refer to the 

way we mobilized our social resources and connected with others)  

- As an active citizen and as a member of your NGO/organization how effective do you see 

yourself-your organization in the connection with other civil society initiatives during the 

refugee/migration response crisis? What worked well? What has not worked well?  

- Based on your experience, how would you describe the response of wider civil society to the 

refugee and migration crisis? What were the main elements? What worked well and what did 

not work?  

- Regarding working with others in what ways would you have overcome the difficulties on the 

cooperation?  

- What is the role our volunteer members could have played? In what ways could they have been 

better connected as MSF members with other initiatives, teams of volunteers, etc?  

- According to your questionnaires most of the activities that took place were one off activities 

(not strategic one). Why do you think this happened? How could it have been better organised? 

What are the respective experiences of the participants that do not come from MSF?  

- Take a bit of time to imagine how you would have designed an activity or certain activities, so as 

to have maximum impact. What would it be? What would the role of MSF members would be?   

 

Caution:  

 It is important to take into consideration the background of people participating in 
the focus group. Questions will be adapted according to the reality and the group 
of each city.  

 Take into consideration that once entering the group, it is important to be clear for 
you what is the outcome you want to take.  

 Use this as an opportunity to build on constructive suggestions 
 People take more time to speak and they can also complain. Facilitator needs to 

take this into consideration and allow some space for this but make sure he/she 
redirects them to the constructive part of the debate that is suggestions on the 
follow up, what they would find constructive etc. 
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Further Questions:  

1. What is the connection between the activists (grassroots people) and the MSF, how were MSF 
“formalities” challenging connection with activists? 

2. In many events, MSF people joined them without the official MSF banner. This led to other 
participants not “seeing” MSF to support them. How could MSF (un)official presence in other 
events be better connected to MSF itself (both as organizer and participant) 

3. For Initiatives not connected to MSF (due to limitations of MSF), what could be done in order 
to connect them with MSF / who is the one who should undertake this initiative? 

4. How can MSF intellectual resources be utilized? 
5. In what way, if any, sustainability of actions was secured? 

 

Main points to have in mind - facilitator 

- In many events, either organized by MSF or by others there was no follow-up, just one off events. 

There is no indication from data collected that a strategy was in place. This could be understood in 

terms of various stakeholders but what about MSF? How this was understood by outsiders?  

- In many events, did MSF position itself at its core? Why yes or why not? If yes, was this also 

perceived as such by other stakeholders?  

- In many events, MSF people joined them without the official MSF banner. This led to other 

participants not “seeing” MSF to support them. How could MSF (un)official presence in other events 

be better connected to MSF itself (both as organizer and participant). 

 

Additional questions on “focused” FGD 

- Please described the average MSF AM 

- How and how regularly MSF connects/communicates with MSF AM in general? In particular? 

- How has media conditioned the response to refugee crisis? 

- Did the period under focus bring a different relationship between MSF E&S and MSF AM? 
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Horizontal Key Points 

- Location of event/proximity to the city centre (will be geographically defined by each group) 

- Networking through MSF AMs 

- Cooperation with other NGOs in organizing events 

- Tailor made approach for individuals to feel valued and recognized  

- Motivations / expectations of people involved in events 

- Bottom up approach / strategic planning sweet spot identification – leading also to follow ups. 
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C. Wrap-Up (10 Minutes) 

 

 

 
  

 Thank you for coming today. 

 Remember that the thoughts you shared with us today will be used to for the purposes of this 

project “.................”.  

 Remember that your identity will remain private. What was said should remain confidential. 

 Ensure documentation of attendees. 

 Reiterate contact information—if they have questions or concerns. 
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Step 5: Analysis 

The analysis of the notes and the materials collected during the discussion should be analyzed 

shortly after, possibly immediately.  

There are typically three sources of information that are used in the analysis. First are the 

facilitator’s notes. The second is memory. The third source is the audio tape-recording of the 

session - if one was made. 

The summarization of data is divided into three stages: indexing, management and 

interpretation. Indexing means labelling with the same code parts of the transcript that are 

linked to each other and represent the same viewpoint. Management is the process of 

collecting and grouping together the data on the same topics. Interpretation means 

summarizing through a statement each main topic found in the transcript. 
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Step 7: Reporting 

The data collected should be presented in narrative or bulleted form. This depends on the type 

of audience it is directed to. In this part, it is suggested to add general information about the 

participants (how many women, men, average age, educational level etc.). It’s very important to 

conclude the report highlighting exactly how the discussion helped developing the knowledge 

of the particular topic, underlining therefore the importance of the FDG as a tool. 

The report should include a description of the procedure used, a summary of the findings and 

the implications of the findings, presented as recommendations. The report should answer the 

FDG’s objectives, even though it should be presented all the topics that emerged during the 

discussion. 

Focus groups may be considered successful when they are consistent with the defined 

objectives. The factors that determine the effectiveness of the FDG can be summarized in the 

following key elements: clarity of objective, suitable setting, adequate resources, appropriate 

subject, skilled moderator, effective questions. Finally, it is important make participants feel that 

their contribution was really valuable.  

A template that could be used is provided along this guide. 
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Appendix I 
 

Template Participants’ invitation  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dear Sir or Madame, 

Identification: My name is........... (Your Name) and I am contacting you on behalf of............... (Name of 

the organization) 

Purpose: We are researching the .................. (few words about the project and its objectives). 

Method: For the purposes of the aforementioned project, we are conducting a focus group discussion 

to.................(objectives of the FGD). Therefore, we are recruiting approximately 7-8 people and it will 

take about 2 hours from your precious time.  

We would kindly like to ask you whether you would be interested in attending this focus group 

discussion, since we believe that your participation would be worthwhile to the project objectives. In 

case of a positive answer, would you mind being recorded? 

We entirely remain at your disposal, should you need any additional information or clarifications. We 

are looking forward to your positive response. 

Sincerely yours, 
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Appendix II 
 

                                                                      Informed Consent  
 

Full Name  

Job Position & 
Organization Name 

 

Age 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55 and over 

Education level  primary school  secondary school, level: ……………………………………….. 
 higher education, namely: …………………………………………………………………  
 university, degree: ……………………………………………………………………………. 

Years of work experience  Less than 1 year  1-3 years  Above 3 years 

 
 
Key points:  
1. The purpose of the study is to ……… 
2. Your identity will not be linked to your responses. That is, we will not report any information that 
could potentially make you identifiable, like your name or personal characteristics.  
3. The data we collect will remain confidential- only research team members will have access.  
4. You have the right to withdraw from the study at any time. You can choose to leave or not answer any 
questions asked should you feel uncomfortable at any time during our discussion of your experiences.  
 
Do we have your permission to record the session?  Yes  No 
Please note that only researcher team members will access audio-recording. Transcripts will be only 
available to research team members. 

 We will use descriptors rather than names in the transcripts.  
 As we reflect on what you’ve shared, summarize it, and report about it, we will never, ever 

share information that would allow you to be identified.  
 
Ground rules:  
 

 Everyone should participate. 
 All ideas are equally valid. 
 There are no right or wrong answers—we are interested in your experiences. 
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 Everyone’s views should be heard and respected. 
 Please remember that what’s said inside this room today must stay here. It’s important that 

you respect the privacy of other participants.  
 

If you agree to participate in this focus group discussion, please sign: ………………………………………… 

 

 

 

Appendix III 
 

URBAN MSF SPACES 

Focus Group Report Template 

The following results were collected from X MSF Executive, X MSF Associative Members, X 

……….. and X local authority representatives in Greece with the goal of exploring what went well 

and what did not go well a) in the mobilization of MSF associative members/volunteers and b) in 

MSF linking with other groups, initiatives, organizations of wider civil society, during the years 

2015-2018 of the refugee/migration. This was accomplished through X focus groups, held on Xth 

and Xnd May. All participants were introduced to the topic prior the discussion and their written 

consent was acquired.    

1. Introduction  

(1) Number of respondents (attached signing sheet) – XX 

(2) Characteristics or short profile of respondents – age, education, background 

(information taken from the consent forms) 

2. Focus group results  

(1) Participants overall understanding of MSF positioning during the crisis  

(2) Best experiences and challenges that MSF people (Executive, Staff and Associative 

Members) share and comments from other participants  

(3) Impressions, suggestions, best comments and interesting points from discussion 

around the main questions posed  

(4) Other notes, impressions, comments, discussion points, which developed 

throughout the focus group 
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3. Summary and implications - analysis 

(1) Repeated and avoided subjects – conclusions and analysis   

(2) Overall impressions in the focus group – strong attitudes and impressionable 

arguments, discussions and general discourse 

(3) Any other notable or unexpected and important summarized results and 

implications for the future project developments 

 

4. Conclusion  

(1) Overall impact of the focus group – helpful, general, specific, etc.  

(2) Expected follow-up (if any)  

 

 Key Points derived from focus group regarding wider civil society’s response to the refugee crisis 
(also in relation to the horizontal key points) 

 Key Points derived from focus group regarding MSF’s response to the refugee crisis  
     (also in relation to the horizontal key points) 
 Challenges highlighted 
 Suggestions for overcoming challenges 


