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Moderating Skills

Much of the success of the focused interview depends on well-
developed questions asked of the right respondents, but another
ingredient is essential-a skillful moderator. Interviewing looks decep-
tively simpie but requires preparation, mental discipline, and group
interaction skills.

What's Needed When Planning
Selecting the Right Moderator
Who should moderate the foeus groups? $ometimes it is an automatic
decision. It is the principalinvestigator, the head researeher, the person
who did focus groups last time, or a staff member who wants to gain
experienee with focíis groups. Don't limit yourself to these choiees.
Consider the skills needed for the task as well as the preferences and
eharaeteristics of your target audienee. Listed below are some faetors
that we've found to be important.

Moderators' respect for participants may be one of the most influ-
ential factors affecting the quality of foeus group results. The modera-
tor must believe that the participants have wisdom no matter what

té,theirlevei of education, experience, or background. Indeed, they may
have lirnited knowledge on the topie, hold opposing values to that of

:the researehers, or seem to have fuzzy logie, but the moderator listens
"'attentively with sensitivity, trying to understand their perspective.

ften after the fourth or fifth group, the moderator will have heard
jlie topie discussed in a variety of ways, and many of the eoncerns and
key ideas will have been said several times. At this point, some
information is old stuff to the moderator, but it still deserves the respeet '
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and active listening that were present the first time it was heard. Lack
of respect quick1y telegraphs to the participants and essentially shuts
down meaningful communication. Why share your personal feelings
when the moderator seems dismissive?

We've observed hundreds of moderators over the years and found
that respect can be communicated in a variety of ways. In fact, we've
worked with colleagues who do, indeed, care deeply about the partici-
pants but had difficulty exhibiting signals. The signals are the little
things that let participants know that you care about them. The
moderator shows interest in their lives and what is happening in their
environment. The moderator interacts informally before and possibly
after the focus grouP. The moderator looks at participants and gives
the appearance of active listening. Some moderators willlean forward
as they listen; others will take notes of key points. The moderator is
not dismissive of comments and makes an effort to listen to each person
in the group. The moderator shouldn't see moderating as a "job" that
needs to get done but as an honor that he or she gets to hear what these
people have to say on the topic.

Empathy and positive regard are critica! qualities of the moderator.
This attitude must permeate the entire focus group environment.
Here's a meditation developed by Jack Kornfield that reflects how we
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to approach moderating focus groups. We hope that those planning
moderate might find ir beneficia!.

Picture or imagine that this earth is filled with Buddhas, that
every single being you encounter is enlightened, except one-
yourself! Imagine that they are ali here to teach you. Whoever
you encounter is acting as they do solely for your benefit, to

rovide just the teachings and difficulties you need in order to
rwaken,
, Sense what lessons they offer to you. Inwardly thank them for
his. Throughout a day ar a week continue to develop the image

enlightened teachérs ali around you. Notice how it changes
r whole perspective on life. (Kornfield, 1993, p. 82)

, 'moderator must ..have adequate background knowledge on the
tfdíscussion to place comments in perspective and follow up on

J'ireas of concern. Some successful moderators are able to use
""ho an advantage by prompting participants to amplify their
" lts; but if used in excess, it can become tiresome and inhibit

'Y'°ltedresponses. Naiveté is a two-edged sword. In some circum-
j,!t elicits considerable new information that may have been

_,~ometimes incorrectly-by the moderator. Furthermore, it
,·~t··"
',", "Ice eloquent statements that place the topic of discussion into

',l1text.Unfortunately, this same tactic can become infuriating
dgeable participants who feel the moderator has not yet

ight to ask questions.
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CAUTION
~

Keep Questions
. Ctear

Sometimes in an .
effort to be helpful,

the modera to r will ask
a question in several
different ways. The

moderator usually
assumes that this

strategy helps the
participant, but in

,fact, it often does
just the opposite. If

the questíons are
perceived as different,

then respondents
beco me confused with
the intento Moreover,

;;t makes analysis
difficult because vou

are not sure which
question was actually

answered.

The moderator must be able to communicate clearly in writing and
orally. The questions asked by the moderator are the backbone of the
focused interview, and if these questions are convoluted or confusing,
or reflect fuzzy thinking, then theentire process is in jeopardy.

Moderating requires the ability to listen and the self-discipline to
control your personal views. Focus groups have been jeopardized
because novice moderators could not hold back their own opinions.
Moderators who have a personal commitment to the topic need to be
careful to keep their personal views to themselves and focus on
understanding the perceptions of the group participants. It's hard to
listen to people who don't know the program as well as you do or who
criticize a program near and dear to your heart. Harder yet is to smile
and say "thank you" after they've ripped up your sacred programo
Some moderators make the mistake of defending or explaining rather
than just listening, Professional focus group moderators have a distinct
advantage in this respect because they are emotionally detached from
the topic of the study. It is easier to be open and listen.

Participants must feel comfortable with the moderator. They should
feel that the moderator is the appropriate person to ask the questions
and that the answers can be openly discussed. There are few absolutes
about the physical characteristics of the moderator because much
depends on the situation and the past experiences of the participants.
It is more than having the participants comfortable with the modera-
tor's dress and appearance. Consideration should be given to factors
such as gender, race, age, language, socioeconomic characteristics,
technical knowledge, and perceived power differences. Each of these,
depending on the circumstances, has the potential for inhibiting com-
munication. A simple example is that it is probably easier for men to
talk about prostate problems with a male moderator than with a female
moderator.

The moderator is a person, a member of a racial group, an age
category, a gender, and so on, and any one of these factors could inhibit
or prompt openness within the group. A valuable asset of many
nonprofit and public institutions is the ability to recruit volunteer
moderators who are not researchers but who possess the characteristics
essential for success.

Finally, a friendly manner and a sense of humor are valuable assets.
Just a smile from the moderator can help people feellike this might be
an OK experience. Smiles typically connote warrnth, caring, and
empathy and are powerful factors in promoting conversation. Humor
is a powerful bonding agent, particularly when it is spontaneous and
not at anyone's expense. Excessive efforts at humor can fall flat, be
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misinterpreted, and be eounterproduetive. However, if someone says
something funny, don't hold baek your laugh.

, The Moderating Team
Consider using a moderator team: a moderator and an assistant
moderator. Eaeh has eertain tasks to perform. The moderator is

, primarilyeoneerned with direeting the diseussion, keeping the conver-
, sationflowing, and taking a few notes. The notes of the moderator are

ot so mueh to capture the total interview but rather to identify a few
key ideas, to remember eomments to be rewoven into the later
eonversation, or to jot down questions that might be asked at the end
()(the group. The assistant, on theother hand, takes eomprehensive
:~Ptes,operates the tape recorder, handles the environmental condi-
ftiônsand logistics (refreshments, lighting, seating, ete.), and responds

"'unexpeeted interruptions. Near the end of the diseussion, the
oderator may ask the assistant if he or she wants to ask any additional
estionsor follow up on anything. The assistant may be asked to give
ort (rwo-minute) summary of the key points of the diseussion. Also,
assistant is key during the postmeeting analysis of the session.

JP.e assistant tnoderator is not usually used in private seetor market
areh projeets unless as an apprentiee. This limited use of assistant

ioderators is due to additionallabor and travei costs. We have found
istant moderators well worth the investment in the publie and

.' profit environment, partieularly in situations when you do not
li'vethe speeial rooms with one-way mirrors. A seeond set of eyes and
-.. inereases both the total aceumulation of information and the
;aJ.jdjtyof the analysis. Furthermore, an assistant provides a means for

ing with distraeting interruptions to the foeus group interview,
\.t:·V,<

Q.éhas lateeomers, unwanted baekground musie, or switehing tapes.
",:}-

Públie and nonprofit organizations have a potential advantage in
,-useof assistant moderators. Within many organizations, individu-
.arewilling to "sit in" on the foeus group due to euriosity or concern

~:hdp with assigned funetions. In some cireumstanees, these indi-
4"~ ls may have background characteristics similar to those of the

.íêipants, and as a result, they may offer valuable assistanee in

.' is, Some care must be taken to ensure that the newly recruited
.Sistantmoderator understands the roles and responsibilities and

~'(oI~-i., '·"fl-

. \inadvertently upstage the foeus group. This can be solved by
Iicitly outlining the purpose and rules of the session. An example

as&Stantmoderator responsibilities is included in Praetice Hint 5.2.

EXAMPlE
Getting the
Right Moderator

An AIOS researcher was
planning on eondueting
foeus group interviews
with prostitutes who
were also intravenous
drug users. The topie
was on the use of
eondoms and sterilized
needles in AIDS
prevention. This
situation presented
difficulties to the foeus
group researehers, who
understood little of the
eulture or environment
of the target audienee.
Also, the researehers
would have to spend a
great deal of time
developing trust with
the prostitutes. The
best strategy in this
situation may be to
enlist the help of a
drug-using prostitute
to moderate the foeus
groups .
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What's Needed Just Before the Group
Mental Preparation
Moderators must be mentally alert and free from distractions, anxi-
eties, or pressures that would limit their ability to think quickly.
Moderating a group discussion requires concentration and careful
listening. Therefore, plan your schedule to minimize pressures that
would limit your ability to concentra te (e.g., get enough sleep, don't
fight with your teenagers, don't do more than two groups in one day).
Moderators must be able to give their full attention to the group.

The moderator should be completely familiar with the introduction
and the questioning route. Practice saying the introduetion and ques-
tions aloud while in the shower or while driving. Get eomfortable with
the questions. Know why you are asking each questiono Know how
much time you expeet to spend on each questiono Know which
questions are key questions. You want to sound conversational. You
don't want to sound like you have it memorized, and you don't want
to read it word for word. Glancing at the questioning route to
remember the next question is tolerable, but reading the question (and
taking eyes off the participants) destroys the spontaneous flow of the
discussion.

Another aspect of mental preparation is the discipline of listening
and thinking simultaneously. It is just not enough to be an ernpty vessel,
listening and absorbing the comments of partieipants. If you do, you
will end up with a fair amount of trivia. The skillful moderator listens
and then knows just when to push the participants a bit farther or ask
a probing questiono This skillful moderator doesn't automatically
believe everything that is said but, instead, compares it to what was
expected or to what was said by others in previous foeus groups. One
of the critical moderator skills is knowing when and how to seek
amplifieation. Sometimes partieipants intellectualize an answer-talk-
ing about how something eould or should be done or giving a theo-
retieal response instead of one based on their actual experience. Other
times, partieipants will speak in diches. ar sometimes the participant's
response seems to be eompletely disconnected from the questiono
These digressions and mental detours are relatively easy to spot when
you leisurely listen to the audiotape the next day but difficult to eateh
at the moment they are saído With praetiee, this becomes easier.

Without a doubt, the moderating process is hard work and fatiguing.
Beeause of the mental and emotional discipline required, we don't
conduet more than two foeus groups on the same day. By the third

TIP

Be Alert: Are
They Answering

the Question?

Beginníng moderators
are so ~arn glad that

people are talking that
they sometímes miss

that people aren 't an-
swering the question

they asked. Partici-
pants may be answer-

ing an earlier questiono
Or they may be off on

a tangent. Or they may
be skirting the ques-

tion. It may all be fasei-
nating, but it may not

be answering the ques-
tion. The moderator

has to be mentally
alert to spot this and
must bring the group
back to the questiono
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•
oup, it is hard to remember if something was said in this group or

'0 earlier group. Also, allow sufficient time between focus groups to
,;hergize.

re-Session Strategy
Everything should be set up and ready for the group when the first
icipant arrives. If you are still fiddling with the recorder or writing

ühe flip chart, it makes some people uncomfortable. The moderating
n then act as hosts. We think of it as what we do when we welcome
pie to our home. We greet them at the door. Welcome them.
oduce ourse!ves. We introduce them to one another. We do what-
-we can to help them feel comfortable. We offer refreshments and
f~,small talk. Sometimes we split our roles. One will act as the

er; the other will take care of any paperwork. Occasionally
icipants are asked to fill out a short registration form that asks
stions about demographic characteristics, particularly those char-

, ristics that we don't want to discuss within the group. In some
'~tions, we have a human subjects form for them to sign as they

e. Even if we have them filling out paperwork, the emphasis is on
'. g a friendly; warrn, and comfortable environment.
iiÍléll!talk helps put the participants at ease, but avoid the key issues
be.discussed later in the session. If participants explain their
'~eptions in the informal part of the rneeting, they may be re!uctant
i~peat their observations dU,ring the group. Purposeful small talk
"ids the focused issue and instead concentrates on common human

iences such as weather, children, or sports. Avoiâ controversiai
(religion, politics, or sensitive local issues) and topics that

.• 1differences within the graup (income, education, political
ence, etc.).

iBiÇause participants arrive at different times, the small talk rnain-
·:';"'s·thewarm and friendly environment until a sufficient number of

licipapts are present to begin the session. In most situations, this
,;ta1kperiod willlast only five to ten minutes, and the two-person
erating team should plan their we!coming strategy in advance.
, if no paperwork needs to be taken care of, the moderator or

t moderator meets the participants at the door and brings them
,the social gathering while the other person on the team visits with

" ,·~A
group.

ing this period, the moderator and assistant are observing
• ipant interaction and noting individuais who tend to dominate

QP, those who consider thernselves as experts, or people who

TIP

Practice Small Talk

Qualities that make
someone good at
academic research
may be different from
qualities that make for
good field research.
Some researchers are
uncomfortable and feel
awkward when they
meet people, and it
shows. Let members
of the research team
practice the small talk
with each other. let
those who have this
gift coach others who
seek to develop it.
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seem shy or quieto Individuais who talk a lot may later dominate the
eonversation and should be seated at the moderator's side if possible.
Then, if neeessary, the moderator ean turn slightly away from the
domineering individuais, thereby giving a nonverbal and diplomatie
signal for others to talk. Shy and quiet participants are best plaeed
immediately across from the moderator to facilitate maximum eye
contact. The moderator might expeet that about 40% of the partiei-
pants would be eager and open to sharing insights, and another 40%
are more introspective and willing to talk if the situation presents itself.
The remaining 20% are apprehensive about the experience and rarely
share (Kelleher, 1982).

This strategic positioning of participants is achieved in the following
manner. The moderating team will have a list of participants who are
expected to attend the discussion and will prepare "name tents" to
plaee on the table in front of group members. Name tents can easily
be made from 5-by-8-inch index cards, folded in the midcUewith first
names printed. Last names aren't neeessary. Name tents are preferred
because they are larger and more legible than nametags. The modera-
tor will easually "drop" the name tents around rhe table in a seemingly
random manner. In fact, the moderator arranges the cards using
observations from the informal pre-session, quickly eheeks perceptions
with rhe assistant moderator, and then places the name tents.

Food can help the foeus group. Eating together tends to promote
eonversation and communication within the group. Most focus groups
use a variety of snacks, sueh as cookies or pastries or fruit and vegetable

trays, but full meals aiso ean
be effective. Snaeks and
light refreshments are typi-
eally placed on a table to the
side of the roam and are
enjoyed during the pre-
session small talk and dur-
ing the discussion. Full
meals require additional
planning. If they are con-
ducted in restaurants, then
advance arrangements are
needed to ensure speedy

Snacks and Meals



rvice. Meals can be catered or delivered (e.g., pizza, box lunches).
1.ought should be given to when the meal is served. Traditional

tocol was that the meal should occur before the focus group as a
ay for the participants to get to know each other. This can be

.wkwardas the moderator tries to avoid the central topic of discussion.
alternative strategy is to provide the meal after the focus group,

,Uringwhich time the moderator continues to listen for relevant
'omments concerning the study.

at' s Needed During the Group
cordingthe Gr~up Discussion
s groups are typically recorded in two ways: by a tape recorder
with written notes. Written notes are essential. Typically the

derator will take a few notes, but note taking is really the role of
assistant who tries to capture complete statements of the partici-
ts-especially those comments that may be quotable. The note

'ing should not interfere with the spontaneous nature of the group
'tirview,and o,nly the moderator will be able to capture brief com-

e ts by participants. If the group has to wait until the moderator
ishestaking notes, the discussion will hardly be free-flowing. Also,

lIDeparticipants wonder why the moderator takes notes on some
tements and not on others.
Notes should be as complete as possible in case the tape recorder

:çesn't work. Tape recorders shouldn't be completely trusted.
':urphy's Law dictates that the most insightful corriment will be Iost
rhenthe tape is being switcbed or when background noise drowns out
~ces on the tape. At times, the moderator and assistant moderator

may get so invoIved in the discussion that they both forget to monitor
'~e tape recorder. '

-Setup the tape-recording equiprnent and remote microphone be-
fure the meeting begins and in plain sight of participants. Hidden~, -

1etordersand microphones are usually unwise because they create an
~Mecessarily secretive atrnosphere. Introduce the recorder at the
~ing of the discussion as a tool to help capture everyone's
1"-

'~mments.
. Avoid excessive attention to the tape recording. Occasionally, a
jlOvicemoderator will appear nervous at this point-avoiding eye
';9lltact,stumbling over the explanation of taping, and commenting at

gth about the tape recording. Inadvertently, the moderator creates
-environment that restricts the free flow of information due to

_______ ._ • .'~ •. t ,_~_. "....,.ltj
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TIP

Serve Qujet Food

Veteran moderators
have found that some
meals are noisy and
make it difficutt to get
ctear sound on the
tape recorder. Avoid
gtass, china, cans, and
sitverware. Instead,
use paper cups and
plates with ptastic
forks and spoons.
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overattention to recording. It is usualIy best to mention the recording
and confidentiality and move on to the next topic. However, in work
situations, participants may need more information, such as who will
get to listen to the tape and how it wilI be used. In some situations, the
tape recording is perceived as symbolic of carefullistening.

Getting great sound qualiry is difficult because recorders tend to
pick up tapping of pencils and the hum of the ventilation system instead
of the softly spoken comments of participants. Built-in microphones
on cassette recorders don't pick up group discussions welI, and their
recordings are hard to listen to. Instead, we use an omnidirectional,
pressure sensitive remote microphone placed in the center of the table.
Pressure sensitive microphones pick up sound vibrations from the
table. OccasionalIy, moderators use two microphones pIaced at differ-
ent ends of the tabIe, each connected to a recorder. Before peopIe arrive
for the group interview, the moderator should test recording equip-
ment to be sure that alI comments in the room will be captured, even
if spoken in quiet tones.

Other ways are also being used to capture focus group results. Video
cameras are more compact than ever before, but still they are obtrusive.
We rarely use them. Another method is to digitally record the focus
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group onto a laptop computer using special software and then mark
seIected choice parts for late r review and analysis (BeIisle, 1998, p. 18).
Still another strategy is to have a fast typist transcribe the focus group
in real time. Voice recognition software is steadily improving and can
transcribe voices that have been "trained" to be recognized by the
software. In the near future, this software may be able to distinguish
between multiple voices and offer immediate transcripts.

Beginning the Focus Group Discussion
The first few mom,ents in a focus group discussion are criticaI. In this
brief time, the moderator must give enough information so people feeI
comfortable with the topic, create a permissive atmosphere, provi de
the ground rules, and set the tone of the discussion. Much of the success
of group interviewing can be attributed to this three- to five-minute
introduction. Being toa formal or rigid can stifle interaction among
participants. By contrast, toa much informality and humor can cause
problems because participants might not take the discussion seriously.
Veteran moderators testify that groups are unpredictable, and one
group may be exciting and free-flowing, whereas another group might
be low energy or cautious. Differences berween groups should be
expected; however, the moderator should introduce the group discus-
sion in a consistent manner.

The recomrnended pattern for introducing the group discussion
includes the following:

1. The welcome
2. The overview of the topic
3. The ground rules (or things that will help our discussion go

smoothly)
4. The first quéstion

Here is an example of a typical introduction:

Good evening and welcome. Thanks for taking the time to join
our discussion of airplane traveI. My name is Pete Krueger, and
I represent the Happy TraveIer Research Agency. Assisting me is
Sheree Benson, also from the Happy TraveIer Agency. We have
been asked by the airline industry to help them get some infor-
mation about how public employees feeI about airline traveI.
They want the information to heIp them improve the service they
provide.

107
""'"'~.



·~.".

You were invited because you are ali government employees
who work here in the metropolitan area and you have ali flown
at least four times in the past year. We want to tap into those
experiences and your opinions about airline traveI.

There are no right or wrong answers. We expect that you will
have differing points of view. Please feel free to share your point
of view even if it differs from what others have said.

We're tape recording the session because we don'twant to
miss any of your comments. No names will be included in any
reports. Yourcomments are confidential. Keep in mind that we're
just as interested in negative comments as positive comments,
and at times the negative comments are the most helpful.

We have name tents here in front of us tonight, They help me
remember names, but they can also help you. If you want to
follow up on something that someone has said, you want to
agree, or disagree, or give an example, feel free to do that. Don't
feellike you have to respond to me ali the time. Feel free to have
a conversation with one another about these questions. Iam here
to ask questions, listen, and make sure everyone has a chance to
share. We're interested in hearing from each of you. So if you're
talking a lot, I may ask you to give others a chance. And if yau
aren't saying much, I may call on you. We just want to make sure
we hear from all of you.

Feel free to get up and get more refreshments if you would
like. Let's begin. Let's find out some more about each orher by
going around the room one at a time. Tellus your name and some
of the places that you've flown to in the past year.

The first question is designed to get ali participants to say something
early in the conversation. It breaks the ice. After the participant has
said something, it is more likely that he or she will speak again. In
addition, the first question underscores the common characteristics of
the participants and that they all have some basis for sharing informa-
tion. This first question must be the type that can be answered in about
thirty seconds and, as a result, will often consist of factual information.
Furthermore, this first question cannot demand excessive reflection or
long-past memories.

Anticipating the Flow of the Discussion
Group discussions are unpredictable. The discussion might flow pre-
cisely as planned, or it might take leaps and detours. Try to anticipate
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the various directions the discussion might take and recognize benefi-
cial topics of discussion as opposed to dead ends. For example, in focus
groups relating to community organizations, we have found that the
discussion often leads to an evaluation of agency professionals-a topic
that isn't the purpose of the study. In these cases, it is helpful to include
a comment in the introduction about the scope of the study, "We are
more interested in your opinions about programs, building facilities,
and activities and less concerned about the people who deliver those
services." Often a "rnook discussion" with colleagues familiar with the
participants will help identify some of the varieties of responses.

Sometimes participants will jump ahead and start talking about a
question that comes later in your questioning route. They may start
talking about Question 7 when you are still on Question 4. You need
to decide whether to let the conversation move to Question 7 (which
may be perfectly fine, but you'll want to return to Questions 5 and 6)
ar whether you want to bring them back to Question 4 right away.
Expect these leaps. Know where you are going well enough to know
if altering the flow matters .

.Two Essential Techniques:
. The Pause and the Probe
~"Moderatorsof group discussions should be familiar with two essential
. techniques: the five-second pause and the probe. Both techniques are
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TIP

Th;nk Past,
Present, and Future

Successful moderators
think about what
has already been

discussed, what is
currently being said,

and what still needs to
be covered. This helps

them take in the whole
scope of the focus

group and keep the
'discussion on track and

on schedule.

easy to use and helpful in drawing additional information from group
participants. The five-second pause is often used after a participant
comment. This short pause often prompts additional points of view or
agreement with the previously mentioned position. There is a tendency
for novice moderators to talk toa much or to move toa quickly from
one topic to another, usually because they feeI uncomfortable with
silence. Often the short pause will elicit additional points of view,
especially when coupled with eye contact from the moderator. Practice
the five-second pause on family, friends, and coworkers. It allows you
to become comfortable with this technique.

The second essential technique is rhe prabe-the request for addi-
tional information. In most conversations and group discussions, there
is a tendency for people to make vague comments that could have
multiple meanings or to say "I agree." When this occurs, the probe is
an effective technique to elicit additional information. Typically, prob-
ing involves comments such as the following:

• Would you explain further?

• Would you give me an example of what you mean?

• Would you say more?

• Tell us more.

• Say more.
• Is there anything eIse?

• Please describe what you mean.

• I don't understand.

Use the probe a few times early in the interview to communicate
the importance of precision in responses. For example, if a participant
indicates agreement by saying, "I agree," then the moderator should
foUow up with, "TeU us more," or "What experiences have you had
that make you feel that wây?" A few probes used in this way underscore
the impression that more detailed answers are wanted. Excessive
probing, however, can be time-consuming, annoying, and unnecessary.

Participants may need to be reminded of the value of differing points
of view. The introduction provides the first suggestion that all points
of view are needed and wanted. A second reminder is helpful if the
moderator senses that participants are simply "echoing" the same
concept. After several echoes on the sarne idea, the moderator might
ask, "Does anyone see it differently?" or "Has anyone had a different
experience?" or '~e there other points of view?"
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Experts, Dominant Talkers,
Shy Participante, and Ramblers
One of the exciting aspects of focus group discussions is that they bring
together people with different backgrounds and characteristics, How-
ever, individual eharacteristics can present challenges for the modera-
tor. Four types of participants-the expert, the dominant talker, the
shy participant, and the rambler-present challenges.

Self-appoinred "experts" can present special problems in foeus
groups. What they say and how they say it can inhibit others in the
group. Participants often defer to others who are pereeived to have
more experiénce or are better informed on a to pie. Some people
consider themselves experts because they have had considerable expe-

"~ rience with the topic, because they hold positions of influence in the
community, or because they have previously participated in this type
of session. Often the best way of handling experts is to underscore the
fact that everyone is an expert and all participants have importam

'\c pereeptions that need to be expressed. ln addition, the introductory
question should avoid responses that would highlight participants'
levels of education, affluence, years of experience with the topic, or
social or political influence.

Dominam talkers sometimes consider themselves to be experts, but
much of the time, they are unaware of how they are perceived by
others. Often dominant talkers are spotted in pre-session small talk.
'As indicat~d earlier in this chapter, try to seat the dominam individual
beside the moderator to exercise control by the use of body language.
When this strategy does not work, then the more frontal tactie of
yerbally shifting attention is required. For example, "Thank you, John.
f.re there others who wish to comment on the question?" or "Does
anyone feel differently?" or "That's one point of view. Does anyone
ave another point of view?" Other nonverbal techniques also can be
sed, such as avoiding eye contaet with the talker. Most importam, be
ctful and kind, because harsh comments may curtail spontaneity from
thers in the group .
. Shy respondents and reflective thinkers tend to say little. It seems

,. at these partici pants think earefully first and then speak. By contrast,
"thers in the group are thinking and speaking at the same time. Shy

d reflective partieipants often have great insights, but it takes extra
ffort to get them to elaborate their views. If possible, the moderator
ould place shy respondents directly across the table to maximize eye
, tact. Eye contact often provides sufficient encouragement to speak,
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and if ali else fails, the moderator can cal! on them by name. "Tom, I
don't want to leave you out of the conversation. What do you think?"

Rambling respondents use a lot of words and take forever to get to
the point, if they have a point. These individuais like to talk. Unfortu-
nately, the rambling respondent is off track a fair amount of the time
and can eat up precious discussion time. As a rule of thumb, we usually
discontinue eye contact with the rambler after about twenty to thirty
seconds. The assistam moderator should do likewise. Look at your
papers, look at the other participants, turn your body away from the
speaker, but don't look at the rambler. As soon as the rambler stops or
pauses, the moderator should be ready to fire away with the next
question or repeat the current question being discussed. In the rernain-
der of the discussion, the moderating team may want to limit eye
contact with the rambling individual.

Some moderators include a statement in the introduction that alerts
participants to the importance of hearing from everyone. "From past
experience in groups like this, we know that some people talk a lot,
and some people don't say much. It is importam that we hear from alI
of you because you've had different experiences. So if you are talking
a lot, I may interrupt you, and if you aren't saying much, I may calI on
you. If I do, please don't feel bad about it. It is just my way of making
sure we get through ali the questions and that everyone has a chance
to talk."

Don't assume that everyone should talk the same amount in a focus
group. Some participants will just have more to say than others. If a
participam is on track and giving helpful information, we usually let
him or her continue to talk. However, we wilI take action if he or she
is rambling or limiting the opportunity for others to talk.

Responding to Participante' Comments
Moderators should be attentive to how they respond to comments
from participants-both verbal and nonverbal. Often moderator re-
sponses are unconscious habits. Self-discipline and practice are needed
to overcome habits such as head nodding and short verbal responses.

Head Nodding
Some moderators will continually nod their head as comments are
being made. If ir is a slow continuous nod given to everyone, it often
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signals encouragement: "I'm listening, keep going." However, if it is a
fast head nod, it probably signals agreement and, as a result, tends to
elicit additional comments of the same type. As a rule of thumb,
beginning moderators should try to restrict head nodding.

Short Verbal Responses
In many of our social interactions, we have become conditioned to
provide short verbal responses that signal approval or acceptance.
Many of these are acceptable within the focus group environment such
as "OK," "Yes," or "Uh huh," but others should be avoided if they
communicate iridications of accuracy or agreement. Responses to
avoid include "<;torrect," "That's good," or "Excellent" because they
imply judgments about the quality of the comment.

Concluding the Focus Group
The moderator has several options for closing the focus group. Perhaps
the most common procedure is simply to thank the group for partici-

» pating, provide them with the gift or cash if promised, and wish them
a safe :journey home. A far better alternative is for the assistant
moderator or the moderator to briefly summarize the main points and
ask if this summary is accurate. This is helpful in the subsequent

. analysisprocesso It is the first opportunity the research team has to pull
- .together a summary of the group discussion. When presenting the brief

"rsummary, the researchers should watch the body language of the
J"participants for signs of agreement, hesitation, or confusion. When the

'~o- to three-minute summary is completed, the moderator invites
comments, amendments, or corrections.

An additional tactic for closure is asking the "final question" that
was described in Chapter 3. The moderator provides an overview of
he study and then asks the participants, "Have we missed anything?"
variation of this strategy is useful if participants are reluctant to talk
ecauseof sensitivity to the recording equipment. An alternative is to
.rri off the recording equipment, indicate that the discussion is now
ompleted, thank them for their assistance, and then ask, "Do you
ink we've missed anything in the discussion?" This closure may
ncoversome avenues of thought that were not anticipated.

TIP

Antkipate Running
Out of Time

Before you do the
focus group, pretend
that you've only asked
half of the questions
and only ten minutes
remain. (We hope this
never really happens
to you.) Think about
options that you might
try and how to avoid
the situation in the
future.
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