Led Astray: 

Don't get distracted by “Smoke and One-Way Mirrors”
By Nancy Clift

How to select a Focus Group Moderator who will get Real Answers that will result in Great Decisions.

You know what you like in a focus group moderator:
You want a person who makes respondents comfortable, listens well to you and your team, and understands what you need to learn.

Of course you want them to design research around your objective and to follow-up and probe where you need more depth.

And of course, you want someone who is flexible, is easy to work with and who lightens your load.

But there are qualities of a skilled moderator that are just as important (or more so) but perhaps not so obvious.  

How do you ensure that you hire someone who will get you real, valid results? 

Many of the things that influence what respondents say are not very easy to notice.  What questions can you ask a possible moderator to optimize the validity and truth of the answers you get - so that your team is basing their strategy on something real?

Here are some of the questions you can ask moderators and the responses you should expect.

1. Can you tell me about your experience and what kind of qualitative research have you moderated?

You're looking for someone who has enough experience that they know what works and doesn't work and have mastered the process to get the answers you need. And it’s great to hear about new developments in their skill set.
2. What are the things you do to avoid “leading” in your groups and possibly influencing the results?

They should refer to how they phrase questions in an open-ended manner and use tone of voice to imply openness to any answer.  

Also, the order of the discussion guide should be structured to avoid leading, keeping broad topics first and particular probes later in the guide.

When seeing if someone understands something, such as in a communication check, they should design the study accordingly – one-on-one interviews or groups in which people write their perceptions first.

Letting go of an opinion of their own, and being aware of their own body language are also important.  A simple shake of the head can lead a respondent to answer no to a question, I have seen it happen many times.

When repeating a question, they should know to give the respondent permission to have the same answer or a different one, as people often change their answer when a question is repeated.

3. What do you do when your respondents contradict themselves?

They should be comfortable following up and even challenging a contradiction, without making the group feel protective of the respondent.
4. Do you takes notes when you're doing focus groups.

The answer should be no. There is plenty of research that indicates note taking is actually a form of leading, usually unconscious to both interviewer and respondent.

And besides, it’s distracting, and hard to listen and be curious when writing and remembering the last thing said.

5. What are some examples of times when you were able to get to an emotional depth with respondents, and how did you do it?

First, they should know what you mean when you ask this question.
Second, they should be able to describe techniques they use to get to a deeper level of insight and to free people up to share more vulnerably.

6. Tell me about times when you've had to work with difficult respondents, such as individuals who are influencing the group dynamic or culturally difficult or challenging groups of people.

This is a “nice to have” because it makes it more likely that if a situation arises in your project, they will be able to handle it and still have you learn what you need to learn.
7. When and why do you use preparation work or homework for the respondents?

Good reasons for homework include:  Getting them thinking before they arrive so their head is in the game right away, saving time because they are ready to share, helping them understand the topic by prepping their thinking, and giving them a tool to share more deeply or more quickly.
Bad reasons for homework:  Just because it’s cool.

8. Do you use a Psychological perspective in your groups? Describe please.
A strong Psychological perspective can bring richness to both the process of your research as well as the insights.  Psychologists mostly study research design and statistics along with the results of such research.  And research in Psychology sheds light on both the insights about human nature that you are trying to learn as well as how the process of the research can influence and affect the outcome.
Listen to their awareness of the benefits as well as the evidence that they know how to think Psychologically.  

9.  When you are talking to a moderator about a project, ask them how they are thinking about the design.

A good moderator should have awareness of the impact of design on the ability to learn what you need to learn.  And they should be able to discuss a variety of ways to design a study so it meets both your needs and your budget.
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