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Understanding Audiences 

Skills development and mentoring programme for museums 

Factsheet 6 – Evaluation tools: Focus groups
The focus group elicits information about feelings, perceptions, ideas and experience – all qualitative data. A focus group consists of between five and ten people who have been brought together to talk about a particular subject, for example a new exhibition theme, or the museum in general. Focus group interviews usually last from one to two hours and participants are provided with refreshments, an incentive and sometimes travel expenses. 

The participants do not usually know one another. People can be selected to represent particular user groups, thus enabling programmes or exhibitions to be developed to meet the particular needs and interests of this target group, such as families or tourists, or they may be of a particular age, gender or ethnic group. They may already have links with the museum or they may have none. They are usually told in broad terms what they are going to be asked about (but do not receive questions in advance). A facilitator guides the in-depth discussion using a set of guidelines drawn up in advance, listing the topics to be covered and the sort of questions which might be asked. Questions are usually open-ended. Often pictures or objects are used to stimulate discussion and responses. The discussion can be recorded to facilitate analysis later (with permission). The focus group proceedings can be transcribed. Although this is time-consuming it is more reliable than note-taking during the meetings. 

The responses can be categorised and analysed manually or using a software programme such as Atlas. For further details of how to analyse this kind of data see Factsheet 10.

Advantages

Saves time compared to one to one interviews

Can be used at all stages of the evaluation process

Personal contact

Can provide information about general trends

Produces useful ‘sound bites’ and quotations

Allows ideas to be discussed and developed

Facilitator can ask follow up questions to clarify points

Builds support, commitment and a sense of ownership

Can incorporate other evaluation tools (eg. personal meaning mapping – see previous page)

Can be used in conjunction with other tools, eg. to develop a multiple choice questionnaire survey

Disadvantages

Takes time to prepare and administer

Needs to be focused

Needs an experienced, objective facilitator

Need to motivate participants to attend by offering refreshments/expenses/incentive

Small sample

Requires participants to be articulate

( Alison James 2007






