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A structured discussion used to obtain in-depth information 
and insight from a group of people on a particular topic

A field study to dig beneath the quantitative data

A way to bring data alive through community voices

A way to inform future research needs

About Focus Group Discussions



Four Focus Groups Held in late 2016

● North Side Ithaca

● South Side Ithaca

● CCE-Tompkins Staff

● Lansing

8-10 people in each group



Objectives

Understand the population’s knowledge and perceptions 
about smart meters to help inform future public engagement 
strategies on the Energy Smart Community.



Collectively, the focus groups were diverse. Within each 
focus group there was homogeneity around at least one 
characteristic.

Purposeful Sampling

* Focus groups are more effective when they consist of 
participants who share the same key characteristics; 
homogeneous groups tend to exchange ideas and opinions 
more openly than those with divergent backgrounds 



● What would you like to know about smart meters?

● How do you think having a smart meter might benefit you 
or the community?

● What concerns, if any, do you have about smart meters?

● What kind of information could help you reduce the amount 
of electricity you use during peak electricity demand times?

After an introduction, key questions asked



What would you like to know about smart meters?

● Will it eliminate estimated (inaccurate) bills?

● Who does it benefit?

● How hard will this be to use?

● How much time will it take?

● Will my bill go up?

“This thing looks pretty 
expensive, so who’s covering the 
cost of putting these in?” 
~Participant

“My meter is ‘guestimated’ and I 
think we’d all want it if it was 
accurate information and we 
could check up on NYSEG’s 
numbers” ~Participant



How might having a smart meter benefit you or the community?

● Could help increase renewables, get us away from fossil fuels

● Provides information on my energy use

● Could make my billing more accurate

● Can help change energy-use behavior 

● Helps with connection to smart appliances

● Unsure

“Anything to help the community and 
the environment. I would take the smart 
meter” ~ Participant



What concerns, if any, do you have about smart meters?

“I’m worried about my fellow employee in the community, too.  You know, 
it’s not fair that he should lose his job because you’re going to roll out some 
new technology that seems endless” ~ Participant

“there’s the question of energy involved in the transmission and whether 
there are potential health impacts” ~ Participant

● Concerns about a new technology that might not work

● Privacy, security

● Health issues from radiation

● Too complicated for the average person

● Unemployed community members (meter readers)

● Equity issues



What kind of information could help you reduce energy use 
during peak times?

“Kids, soccer practice, 
friends over, laundry, 
computers being used -
more things being used 
that make it too hard to 
change habits” 
~Participant

“You need to educate 
people more on these, 
especially the elderly -
they don’t know how to 
read their bills and they 
don’t know this stuff”

~Participant

● What are peak times? Are they the 
same for everyone?

● Will it cost me less?
● What should I turn off and when?
● How much energy am I using, by 

appliance
● That the inconvenience is worth it



1. Residents have minimal prior knowledge of smart 
meters.

a. lack of knowledge leads to misperceptions
b. the unknown is concerning

Key Findings



Key Findings

2. Health concerns related to smart meter radio 
frequency emission cut across all groups

a. Concerns about privacy
b. Concerns about accuracy in billing and ease of 
understanding of bills



Key Findings

3. Residents are concerned about being financially penalized 
if they are not able to shift away from peak energy times or 
are not able to purchase smart appliances - equity.



Key Findings

4. Participants recognized the value in new technology 
that can show how much energy is being used and by 
what appliances.



Key Findings

5. Strong interest in how smart technology might 
advance the integration of renewable energy.

a. Participants willing to adjust if smart meters 
increase renewables potential in community.



Findings will inform outreach efforts

● As we make changes to how we use and produce energy, we need to 
be aware of how some people may be disproportionately, negatively 
affected.

● Hold public meetings in Ithaca, Lansing, Dryden, Groton, Cayuga 
Heights prior to/during smart meter rollout.

● CCE-Tompkins’ website will provide third-party, science-based 
information, infographics, ask-a-question form.

● Provide individual smart meter emissions readings (radio frequency 
levels) upon request.
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How ? Appendix



Qual vs Quant Research

Qualitative Quantitative

Objective Understand underlying 
reasons and motivations

Quantify data and 
generalize results from 
sample to population

Sample Small number of non-
representative cases

Large number of 
representative cases 

Data collection Unstructured Structured

Data analysis Non Statistical Statistical

Outcome Develop an initial 
understanding

Recommend a final 
course of action



●Richness of data
●Versatility
●Flexibility in covering topics
●May uncover unanticipated ideas that are important
●Connectedness to real consumers/people
●Synergistic Group Effect:Interactions among and between 

group members stimulate discussions in which one group 
member reacts to comments made by another

Advantages of Focus Groups



●Small sample size
●High selection bias
●Not a replacement for quantitative research
●Subject to Interpretation - subjective 
●May be the response in the moment which may change 

over time
value of FG,overview reminder - combine all into 1 slide
Put these at end- an appendix

Disadvantages of Focus Groups
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