
 

SEND Pathfinder Guidance Note 
 

Good Practice for running Focus Groups 
 
1. Why hold Focus Groups? 
 

Focus Groups provide an opportunity to bring together individuals with common interests to gain 

information about a specific issue. Often the focus of the group will be to gather qualitative information 

(opinions, insights and personal responses), rather than quantitative. With the SEND Pathfinder 

Programme, Focus Groups will provide a platform to: 

 

• Better understand opinions, beliefs and attitudes on potential new ideas and services; 

• Review and test the assumptions of target audiences;   

• Identify gaps between different stakeholder groups; and 

• Focus discussion on a particular topic.  

 

2. When to use Focus Groups 

 

• Ideally, Focus Groups should be used early in the development of new policy, processes or 

services. They should be used as an integral part of the consultation process and their findings 

should inform the proposed new ways of working. 

• At the very least, Focus Groups should be used to test new proposals, with findings being used to 

influence and amend proposals accordingly. 

 

3. How to set up a Focus Group 

 

• Decide what you want to consult about and what is required from the group. An example ‘terms of 

reference’ template is included at Annex A. A ‘terms of reference’ document provides the 

opportunity for the chair to lay concise ground rules for the meetings and to state the expectations 

of participants. 

• Actively manage the recruiting process by selecting the right participants for your objectives  

o Ensure you involve the right people, not just those who are willing to participate in a focus group 

exercise.  

o Membership should be limited to a maximum of 12 people, so as to focus discussion, but should 

include no less than 6 participants, so as to ensure a sufficiently wide breadth of views is 

represented. If you desire to consult a larger number of people then perhaps additional groups 

are required or a different form of engagement is more appropriate, e.g. surveys.  

• To maximise attendance, ensure the timing of the event, invitation letter and venue are user friendly 

and accessible to the specific group. Note that parent carer availability is usually best between the 

times of 10.30 and 14.00 during school term time only. 

• Consider reward for involvement, which could either be clarified as a one-off activity in the terms of 

reference in advance, or as a surprise gift at the end of the group to encourage participation in the 

future. 

• Keep a record of participants’ contact details for follow-up events.  

 

 

 



 

4. Lay the ground rules and set the context for the group 

 

• It may be beneficial to develop a 'Focus Group Agreement' to guide behaviour and foster a culture 

of honesty and openness. For example, you may want such an agreement to state that: 

o Only one person talks at a time. 

o It is important to hear everyone’s ideas and opinions. Every voice deserves to be heard, 

even if people don't initially agree with the point of view being expressed. 

o There are no right or wrong opinions. 

o The confidentiality of participants’ views will be assured. 

• Such an ‘agreement’ may be formally captured within a document, perhaps as an annex to the 

group’s terms of reference. Consensus on content would allow the facilitator to intercede quickly 

and positively, should there be difficulties getting the group to focus or for all to contribute fairly. It 

strongly aids the perception of safety within the group and will help people engage with the process. 

• Alternatively, a more informal approach could be for such ground rules to be captured at the start of 

the first session on a flip chart and displayed in a clearly visible location once agreed. 

• It is important to manage the expectations of the group by clarifying how discussions will feed into 

wider processes and what influence participants’ inputs will have. Ideally, there would be an 

opportunity for a representative from each focus group to be involved in wider project work, 

alongside other representative stakeholders.  

 

5. How to run a Focus Group 

 

• Prepare sufficiently for the meeting 

o Create a clear schedule and agenda.  

o Have the right materials to ensure your meeting is a success  

- Equipment, as appropriate 

- Pens, paper, flip charts, post-it notes, etc 

- Name tags, etc. 

• Record notes of the meeting, to enhance the sharing potential of the meeting. It is often useful to 

have a note taker present to support the chair/facilitator. 

• Chair and/or facilitate effectively 

o At the outset, the chair will need to reassure participants of the confidentiality of responses and 

make them feel comfortable enough to converse with each other. The conversation must be 

kept flowing, ensuring that everyone has their say and single speakers must not be allowed to 

dominate. 

o Tailor your approach to accommodate all participants. You should consider using some discreet 

activities that enable expression of preferences and priorities without depending upon either 

advanced verbal or literacy skills. For such activities perhaps consider the use of more visual 

indicators, for example, raised hand votes, graffiti walls and so on. 

o Manage time effectively and keep the group on track with the set agenda. If necessary generate 

a script to ensure your focus group stays on time and remains consistent.  

o The main role of the Chair is to maintain the focus of the group and to direct the discussion in 

order to gather the information required. They will be expected to introduce and explain the 

purpose of the group without influencing the results. It is also important for them to be unbiased 

and open to information, allowing participants to express their views freely. 
o Chairs and facilitators need good interpersonal, communication and listening skills. People in 

this role should be energetic, organised, sympathetic, and capable of enthusing the discussion, 



 

whilst at the same time maintaining control of the session. They should also be a clear and 

concise speaker. 

o The Chair should conclude the session by thanking everyone for participating.  They may 

choose to summarise what was said and ask if anything was missed.  

 

6. Circulate summary of discussion afterwards 

 

• Conclusions should be summarised and circulated to participants. Any notes of the meeting should 
focus on key themes and descriptive phrases or words used by participants as they discussed the 
key questions. 

• Where appropriate, conclusions and next steps should also be shared with relevant wider 

stakeholders.  

 

7. Communicate final outcomes 

 

• Organisers of focus groups may want to consider including focus group representation at the final 

presentation of findings. Such a gesture would give visible credibility that the evidence from the 

focus group has informed approaches and influenced outcomes and that the group was not part of 

a token consultation exercise.  
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Annex A – ‘Terms of Reference’ template for a Focus Group 

 
Purpose 

 

• State the short, medium and long term aims of the group. 
 
Scope 

 

• State the function(s) of the group. 

• State what is NOT in scope if appropriate, e.g. if another group is focusing on similar or connected 
deliverables. 

 
Specific Deliverables / Outputs 

 

• List a timetable of specific outputs that the group will work towards delivering. 
 
Membership 

 

• State who will chair the group. 

• State the individual members of the group.  

• State who will facilitate, if appropriate. 
 

Working Arrangements 
 

• State the meeting frequency, meeting duration and venue. 
 

 

 

 


