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Purpose

The County may decide to conduct focus groups with key stakeholders to gauge readiness for implementing systemic change and training, specifically regarding services for children under the age of six.  The county will decide how many and with whom they will conduct focus groups. A focus group is a form of qualitative research, looking at why and how people behave in certain ways.  When the information from the focus group is coupled with a review of the data, the basis for an accurate self assessment and project planning is established. 
The focus group is a structured conversation with a facilitator and six to ten participant.  Focus groups typically last from 1½ to 2 hours. Questions are asked in an interactive group setting where participants are free to talk with other group members.  A report is written that summarizes the focus group comments and individual participants are not identified in the report.  The focus group allows the organization to ask direct stakeholders why and how they serve children birth to six the way they currently do, and what changes they recommend for systemic, practice and training changes.  An additional benefit of conducting focus groups is to engage stakeholders in the project planning, which the organization will ultimately be asking them to implement. 
Number of Focus Groups

The number of focus groups will be decided by the county based on their needs and priorities.

 Suggested focus groups may include:

· Biological Parents

· County Licensed Resource parents

· Kin providers/ Non Related Extended Family Members
· Foster Family Agency staff

· Youth who are parenting
· Youth who have younger siblings in the child welfare system

· Children’s attorneys/Judge/Commissioner/CASA
· Visit Supervisors and Parent Aids

· Community partners – First Five, Head start, Healthy Start, Public Health, Mental Health
· Social Workers 
· ER, Court Continuing Services, 

· Adoption staff
· Specialized placement workers

Selection of Focus Group Questions
Each focus group should have no more than 2-5 questions selected a head of time. The focus group should resemble a conversation where all participants have the opportunity to share and be listened to.  

Focus Group Facilitator and Co-facilitator
The facilitator needs to be a neutral party with good facilitation skills to guide the conversation and gain the information needed. It is important that the facilitator is viewed by the group as a confidential person who does not have power over the participants.  

If at all possible it is ideal to have a co-facilitator to take notes and confer with the facilitator after the focus group regarding the input that was obtained.  

Selection of focus group participants

Focus group participants should be selected based on their ability to represent a specific group.  The group should be diverse and if possible avoid highly antagonistic people. 
It is difficult to conduct a focus group with less than six people and more than ten.  The difficulty is reaching out to people to both respond to the invitation and then actually attend.  
Key considerations: (Planning guide Addendum A)
· Offering stipends for non-staff members to attend the focus group

· Conduct the focus group in a comfortable, safe and logistically accessible location. 

· Conduct the focus group at the time that best meets the participants’ availability

· Always have food and drink available

· Provide child care when conducting focus groups with biological parents, kin providers (preferably the child care is in the same room as the focus groups)
· Provide transportation and/or reimbursement for transportation

· Consider “goodies” for staff attending the focus group

Inviting the participants
Consider forming a small planning committee with representatives from each of the groups to be interviewed to help plan. For example; Parent Partners, Resource parent Association, Kin-Ship Centers, etc can be very helpful. Utilize their skills to help decide the best location and time for the focus group and then ask them to personally call and invite the participants. Provide the “inviters” with a script to help them make the phone calls and consider a stipend.  It is good to invite participants, then send a reminder and finally call them two days before the focus group to check in and see if any challenges have arisen. 

Focus Group Format:
Conducting the focus groups
There are four parts to a typical focus group:

1. Introductions and logistics (8 min)

2. Facilitator to state the issue and why people are gathered here (10mins)

3. Questions that guide the conversations (60-90 min depending on timeframe chosen by the county)
4. Conclusions, restate what the focus group notes will be used for and Thanks (8 min)
1. Introductions and logistics.
Hello, I am delighted that you are attending this focus group as we are eager to hear your thoughts around this very important topic.  Before we start if we could just do some quick introductions…..
The bathrooms are…. If you could please remember to put your cell phones on vibrate, please help yourself to food and drink….

2. The objective of this focus group is to improve the way the child welfare system and related systems work with children under the age of six, looking at strengths and challenges of the current system and ultimately avoid the number of moves and trauma that these vulnerable children experience.

3. Questions: See Addendum B
4. Conclusion: Thank you very much for sharing your experiences and

thoughts regarding this very important topic.  As you can see we have written down notes and will be transcribing them and writing a report that will capture the information and help our County gauge readiness for implementing systemic change and training for children under the age of six.
Addendum A

	Focus Group Planning Guide



	Timing

(prior)
	Person Responsible
	Task
	Done?
	Information or Notes

	>30 days
	
	Contact person for stakeholder group?
	
	

	>30 days
	
	Stakeholder groups identified?
	
	

	>30 days
	
	Date and Time identified?
	
	

	30 days
	
	Date and time secured?
	
	

	>30 days
	
	Name of Facilitator?
	
	

	>30 days
	
	Name of Co-Facilitator?
	
	

	>30 days
	
	Space Identified?
	
	

	30 days
	
	Space secured?
	
	

	30 days
	
	People to be invited
	
	

	21 days
	
	Invitations sent to participants
	
	

	30 days
	
	Child Care needed?
	
	

	21 days
	
	Travel arranged for Facilitators
	
	

	21 days
	
	Questions finalized
	
	

	21 days
	
	Stipend necessary?
	
	

	21 days
	
	Food arranged
	
	

	10 days
	
	Transportation Assistance?
	
	

	7 days
	
	Follow up phone calls to participants by whom?
	
	

	7 days
	
	Easel Charts, pens supplied?
	
	


Addendum B
Depending on the length of the focus group and the number of participants the facilitator should chose between two and five questions to ask each focus group.  Questions need to be limited so each person has an opportunity to share their information and feel that their opinion has been noted. 
A. Biological Parents

B. County Licensed Resource Parents

C. Foster Family Agency staff

D. Kin providers

E. Youth 

F. Children’s attorneys/Judge/Commissioner

G. Visit Supervisors and Parent Aids

H. Community partners – First Five, Head start, Healthy Start, Public Health

I. Social Workers – from all programs in the agency.
A. Biological Parents

1. What is the contact between you and the resource parent like?

2. What kind of contact do you want to have with the resource parent?

(Prompts: opportunities to meet with them? Talk about your child’s needs? Talk about parenting?) (If they say none: Why?)

3. How could a resource parent help you and support you in your parenting?

4. In your experience what is the typical visitation plan for children?

5. How does the agency help children feel a connection between the resource parent and birth parents?

6. What could the agency or the social worker do to support contact between you and the resource parent?

7. What could the agency do to help support you when your child is/was reunified with you? (Prompt: would a group of other parents in your situation help you? Why or why not?)

8. How does the court system help you preserve relationships with your children?

9. What is your understanding of the effects of trauma on young children?

10. What does loss and grief look like in children Birth to Six?

B&C. Possible questions for County Licensed Resource parents and Family Foster Agency
1. How does the agency prepare you specifically for children birth to six? (Specialized training? Formal discussions regarding that age group?)
2. Are there any different policies or practices that occur for children birth to six?

3. What kind of special resources are available to you to help you care for children birth to six? What kind of resources would be helpful?

4. What are the top 2 reasons why children get moved from home to home?

5. If a policy was made that children were not allowed to be moved, what services would have to be put in place for you, to ensure that happened?

6. In your experience what is the typical visitation plan for children?

7. What kind of support is available to help you understand what small children need during and after a visit?

8. Are there any opportunities for you to meet with birth parents, talk about their child and share parenting techniques?

9. What is the contact between you and the birth parent like?

10. What kind of contact do you want to have with the birth parent?

(Prompts: opportunities to meet with them? Talk about the child’s needs? Talk about parenting?)

11. How could you help and support a birth parent in their parenting while you are caring for their child?

12. How could you help and support a birth parent after reunification?

13. What is the single biggest reason that we lose caregivers? (prompts:  What is the second most important reason?  What are other important reasons?
14. What is your understanding of the effects of trauma on young children?

15. What does loss and grief look like in children Birth to Six?

D. Kin Providers/ Non related extended care providers
1. What services or specialized training did you receive to help you care for children from birth to six?

2. What are the most important topics for you to receive specialized training?
3. What kind of special resources are available to you to help you care for children birth to six? What kind of resources would be helpful?

4. If a policy was made that children were not allowed to be moved, what services would have to be put in place for you, to ensure that happened?

5. Does the agency provide you with a peer support group to help bridge the gap when a child is reunified?

6. In your experience what is the typical visitation plan for children?

7. What is your understanding of the effects of trauma on young children?

8. What does loss and grief look like in children Birth to Six?

E.  Youth who are parenting 
1. How does you social worker support you in caring for you baby? 
2.  How does your resource parent support you in learning how to care for your baby?  
3.  Were you offered any classes or supports to learn about the development of young children?  If so, what type of classes/courses were offered?  If not, would you be interested in learning more about healthy developmental stages for your baby?  
4.  What types of supports are provided for you in school?  What about services for father?

11. What is your understanding of the effects of trauma on young children?

12. What does loss and grief look like in children Birth to Six?

F.  Children’s attorneys/Judge/Commissioner

1. What are the top two reasons why children get moved from home to home?
2. If a policy was made that children were not allowed to be moved, what services would have to be put in place by the agency to ensure that happened?

3. What is the single biggest reason that we lose caregivers? (prompts: What is the second most important reason, what are others?)
4. What is the courts role in the visitation process?

5. How can courts impact the number of visits?

6. How can courts engage resource parents and kin providers in the court procedures?  How can resource parents and kin providers communicate with the court? 
7. Do you have any specialized training to prepare you specifically for children birth to six? 

8. Do you feel you are well equipped to deal with this specific population and if not what is missing?

9. Are there any different policies or practices that occur for children birth to six? 

10. Are there any specialized resources that you are aware of for children birth to six? If so do you know how to refer families to them and know whether the services provided are effective and culturally responsive?

11. What is your understanding of the effects of trauma on young children?

12. What does loss and grief look like in children Birth to Six?

G.  Visit Supervisors and Parent Aides

1. How does the agency prepare you specifically for children birth to six? (Specialized training? Formal discussions regarding that age group?)

2. Are there any different policies or practices that occur for children birth to six?

3. What kind of special resources are available to you to help you supervise visits with children birth to six?
4. In your experience what is the typical visitation plan for children?

5. Is there any kind of support to understand what small children need during and after a visit?

6. What specific support to foster, kin and biological parents around what specific needs infants to six year olds have around visits?

7. What support does the agency provide to assist in the sharing of parenting techniques between the biological/foster and biological/kin parent, both before and after reunification?

8. What is your understanding of the effects of trauma on young children?

9. What does loss and grief look like in children Birth to Six?

H.  Community partners – First Five, Head start, Health start, public health, mental health
1. What are the top two reasons why children get moved from home to home?
2. How does the child welfare agency provide specialized training for caregivers and service providers to prepare them specifically for children birth to six? 

3. Do you feel the child welfare agency is well equipped to deal with this specific population and if not what is missing?

4. Are there any different policies or practices that occur for children birth to six? 

5. Are there any specialized resources that you are aware of for children birth to six? And if so are they effective and culturally responsive?

6. What is your understanding of the effects of trauma on young children?

7. What does loss and grief look like in children Birth to Six?

I. Possible questions for Social Workers
Training and information:

1. How does the agency prepare you specifically for children birth to six? (Specialized training?)

2. Do you feel you are well equipped to deal with this specific population and if not what is missing?

3. Are there any different policies or practices that occur for children birth to six? (Case staffing etc?)

4. Are there any specialized resources that you are aware of for children birth to six? If so do you know how to refer families to them and know whether the services provided are effective and culturally responsive?

5. What is your understanding of the effects of trauma on young children?

6. What does loss and grief look like in children Birth to Six?

 Placement Moves:

7. What are the top two reasons why children get moved from home to home?
8. If the department made a policy that children were not allowed to be moved, what services would need to be in place for that to occur?

9. How do you evaluate the quality of care that children receive?

10. Who decides to move the children?

Visitation:
11.  In your experience what is the typical visitation plan for small children?  What kind of support is available to aide you in understanding what small children need during and after a visit?

12.  What specific support do you provide foster, kin and biological parents around what specific needs infants to six year olds have around visits?

13.  What support does the agency provide to assist in the sharing of parenting techniques between the biological/foster and biological/kin parent, both before and after reunification?
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