
How do we connect 

meaningfully with under-

represented groups in our 

programming? 

How do we help potential new 

program participants get 

engaged with Extension and 

within their communities? 

Listen with Focus Groups

Four projects:

2 = Center for Community Vitality

2 = Center for Family Development

110 total focus groups

• Adult Basic Education learners in 

the Twin Cities 

• Somali and Oromo/Ethiopian 

immigrants in urban MN

• Latinos in urban and rural MN

Results:

• Lessons in how to use focus 

groups that get useful results to 

inform programming and build 

relationships for future work in 

communities.

• The methodology “procedures 

and protocol” when using focus 

groups

• What worked and didn’t work 

using focus groups in 

multicultural and lower English 

literacy groups

• Ideas for training others to 

facilitate focus groups.
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Overview Why Focus Groups?

• Allows for full participation by 
people with strong oral traditions

• Flexible for settings, locations, & 
low technology needs

• Great way to build ideas, discuss 
& clarify differing points of view

• Creates support among 
participants & awareness around 
subject discussed 

• Builds sense of community within 
the group, like “barn-raising” 

What Kinds of Questions 
Did We Use?

 How can we improve efforts 
when working with 
underserved audiences?  

 What do we need to do?

 How do we need to do it?

 What can we learn from 
listening to these community 
voices?

What is a Focus Group?

A Special Kind of Group Discussion

•To listen and gather information
on a specific topic 

How do they feel or think?
•5-10 people in a discussion of 1 –
1 ½ hours

Permissive environment created
•A moderator guides the group 
through a carefully planned series
of questions.  

Hold 3 or more to identify 
trends and patterns

What Special 
Considerations?

Gender

Language

Group Composition 

Religious and Cultural 
differences

Methodology: 

Who did we talk to? 
• 4 focus groups with Latinos in SW 

MN

• 90 focus group with Adult Basic 
Education learners in the Twin Cities

• 3 focus groups with urban & rural 
Latino families, and 1 with Somali 
women  (part of a 10 focus-group 
study of low-income, underserved 
communities)

• 3 focus groups with urban Somali 
women and men

Methodology: 

How did we do it?
Recruiting: word of mouth, e-

mail, telephone, and flyers; 
work through known agencies

Languages: 
English, Spanish, Somali, Orom
o, and Amharic.  Some required 
interpreters

Notes: In some cases taped and 
transcribed; in others, relied on 
notes, compared between 
facilitators

How Did We Analyze Data? 

Getting the Big Picture – read data to 
get overall impression

Description – 2 reviewers read 
independently to identify key 
themes, then discuss to come to 
consensus

Integration – look at themes across 
groups – how are they similar?

Reflection – “reality check” – do the 
themes really reflect the raw data?

Interpretation – what do the results 
mean?

Recommendations – what’s next?

Listening to Learn
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Participants are not just 
numbers and statistics –

they are human beings with 
feelings like our own.

Adapted from “Customers Are…” Author Unknown

What Did We Learn About 
Focus Groups?

What Worked and Didn’t Work 
with respect to:
 Project Development
 Recruiting
 Holding Focus Groups
 Analysis and Reporting
 Training Volunteers

Get our handout for details

What Did We Learn From 
Listening?

Importance of:
 Respect
 Building trust
 Being there for the long term
 Flexible programming
 People who serve as “cultural 

bridges” 
 Examining our own 

assumptions

Why Is This Important To 
Extension?

Engagement with new 
communities 
Development of 

effective, appropriate teaching 
methods
Leadership and service to 

underserved groups 
Programming developed as a 

result of community input is 
more likely to be accepted and 
useful


