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xiii

P R E FA C E

This book describes the application of focus groups, a qualitative 
methodology, in institutions of higher education within the context 
of increasing calls for data to address the big questions of access, 

affordability, and accountability. The book makes the case that relying on 
metrics and quantitative data alone to explore these questions is insuffi -
cient. Quantitative data and metrics often identify or describe concerns and 
problems in higher education but rarely offer solutions and improvements, 
precisely because they lack student and faculty voices. While surveys and 
interviews attempt to address this, the former lack nuance and the latter 
are expensive and time-consuming. Focus groups emerge as a rigorous and 
relevant qualitative research tool that is cost-effective when conducted using 
the method described in this book. 

Focus groups are confi dential group discussions with a trained and skilled 
moderator using open-ended questions that promote interaction in order to explore 
participants’ perspectives and experiences in a structured but relaxed atmosphere. 
Designed to generate rigorous qualitative data, focus groups allow the oppor-
tunity to listen, learn, and lead; that is, they allow leaders to listen to and 
learn from the very people who will be affected by whatever changes are 
under consideration. While informing decision-making, focus groups also 
build community and increase participants’ sense of value and commitment 
to the institution because they involve stakeholders in helping to shape poli-
cies and practices. 

Paying professional researchers to collect qualitative data is ineffi cient 
and wasteful because they are expensive outsiders who still require signifi cant 
in-house assistance. The economic challenges faced by institutions of higher 
education, especially those in the public sector, mean that few funds exist 
to support such endeavors. Fortunately, universities are uniquely resource-
rich environments in terms of the skills necessary for conducting qualitative 
research. Universities are fi lled with people who know how to listen, ask 
questions, take notes, write reports, and make presentations; after all, every 
faculty member and administrator and many staff have been college students, 
and they continue to use these very skills in their work. Most importantly, 
they understand the context, language, and nuances of their institution. 
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Using Focus Groups to Listen, Learn, and Lead in Higher Education pro-
vides a single resource that details a proven and rigorous methodology that 
helps readers understand and learn why, when, and how to use focus groups 
in colleges and universities. W ritten particularly for upper-level administra-
tors and institutional research and assessment staff, this book will also be 
a valuable resource for college deans, department and program chairs and 
directors, and faculty leaders, as well as administrative unit directors includ-
ing those in auxiliary and student services, alumni associations, and univer-
sity foundations. Faculty teaching and students enrolled in higher education 
administration and leadership programs will fi nd it useful as they consider 
how to respond to today’s data demands.

The Old Dominion University (ODU) Team has developed a meth-
odology to use focus groups to collect, analyze, and confi rm data to listen, 
learn, and lead in higher education and now offers it to you. Readers will 
learn

• how focus groups inform the other qualitative and quantitative data 
collected,

• the many ways that focus groups can be applied in a variety of higher 
education settings to collect a wide range of information,

• that focus groups are a theoretically rigorous and empirically relevant 
method to gather qualitative data for evidence-based decision-making, 
and

• exactly when to use and how to conduct focus groups.

T he authors are uniquely positioned to help readers in this process. The 
ODU Team has conducted focus groups with many campus, nonprofi t, 
local, and international community organizations to assist them in assessing 
student learning, transition, and preparedness for the workforce, as well as 
evaluating organizations’ work and planning future projects. Since 1990, the 
ODU Team has conducted more than 100 focus groups to learn more about

• what the university is, what it should be, and how to get there as 
perceived by the senior leadership team, faculty, staff, and students;

• the s trengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT), for 
strategic planning purposes, as perceived by faculty, administrators, 
and staff; 

• the experiences, needs, and problems of fi rst-year and transfer 
students;

• the perceptions of employers of students’ abilities and success on the 
job;

xiv  PREFACE
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PREFACE  xv

• how graduate program administrators do their jobs and what they 
need from other units;

• how external constituencies view the university and what kinds of 
things might attract them to campus;

• how students view the impact of a new, multidisciplinary general 
education course for all fi rst-year students;

• why students attend an international university for their training and 
stay to work in the local community;

• how well an organization is serving its community and in what 
directions the organization should go;

• how an administrative area serves the research and teaching activities 
of faculty and doctoral students;

• how staff perceive the university community experience and the 
improvements needed; and

• some possible topics, feedback on the topic selected, and the 
implementation plan for the university’s Quality Enhancement 
Plan required by the S outhern Association of Colleges and Schools 
Commission on Colleges (SACSCOC), the regional accreditor. 

The ODU Team has also conducted focus group training and taught the 
ODU Method at workshops for the A merican College Personnel Association 
(ACPA), the Southern Association for College Student Affairs (SACSA), the 
Virginia Assessment Group (VAG), SACSCOC, and Pontifi cia Universidad 
Católica Madre y Maestra (Pucamyma) in the Dominican Republic. The 
ODU Method to collect, analyze, and validate the data gathered from focus 
groups works for teaching and administrative faculty, staff, undergraduate 
and graduate students, alumni, employers, and community members. The 
totality of these experiences has allowed us to validate the ODU Method 
in institutions of higher education and nonprofi t community organizations. 
Participants consistently praise the workshops and have reported back to us 
their use of the ODU Method and the high value of the method’s consistency 
and accuracy.

Using Focus Groups to Listen, Learn, and Lead in Higher Education pro-
vides all of the practical information needed to help your institution conduct 
focus groups using the ODU Method, whatever your experience level with 
focus groups, from none to some experience as either a focus group partici-
pant or a focus group moderator. The book also offers important resources 
to those who have led focus group projects and want to improve their process 
and make their focus groups both more relevant and more rigorous. 

The following chapters provide readers with practical guidance using 
concrete examples that will allow them to: 
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• design and defend a focus group project with consideration of basic 
qualitative data methodology and analysis principles;

• determine when focus groups are appropriate or not;
• develop a Research Proposal with a purpose statement and research 

questions;
• write focus group questions;
• design an effective Moderator’s Guide; 
• select, recruit, and train moderators;
• identify and recruit focus group participants;
• manage the logistics for conducting focus groups; and
• analyze focus group data and draft an accurate report.

Two Notes on Language

Because research, like life, can be complex and because exact specifi city 
in both writing and reading can be tiring, we use two linguistic shortcuts 
throughout the book. Universities, colleges, and institutions of higher educa-
tion are used interchangeably to refer to legally authorized and accredited 
institutions offering postsecondary academic or vocational training or credit 
leading to a certifi cate or degree. Readers should assume that each term is 
meant to be inclusive and that a particular choice is made only for writing 
and reading stylistic purposes. The ODU Team, the Research Team, or simply 
the Team refers to those who design and direct focus groups to listen, learn, 
and lead, whether at ODU or the reader’s own institution.
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