
Listening to Learn: 
Using Focus Groups 

to Strengthen AD 
Initiatives 



Goals for This Session

Understand how focus groups can strengthen 

AD project design

Explore practical strategies for planning, 

facilitating, and analyzing focus groups

Review examples of how focus group 

findings can inform detailing content 



The Case for 
the Patient 

Voice

• Statistics only convey so much

• People are more than just numbers

• The patient voice can counteract 
misconceptions about groups of people

• Patients are experts on their own 
experiences

• Incorporating the patient voice into your 
detailing campaign honors their humanity 

• Ensures that we don’t “miss the mark” in 
educating clinicians about what patients 
actually need



In your mind, rate how compelling you think this statistic is to 

motivate behavior change.

1 = Not very compelling

5 = Somewhat compelling

10 = Very compelling

In 2022, 54.6 million people needed substance use treatment. 

Only 1 in every 4 of them got it.

(13.1 million)

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

Pause & Reflect



“Hospitals treat us horribly. [I’ve] seen my friends risk their lives with bad infections because 

they don’t want to go to the hospital. They’ll just find something wrong with you so they can 

boot you.”

“I went to 5 rehabs last year and now there is a note at [hospital name] that I don’t have psych 

problems, it’s drugs, so I can’t get help or [be] admitted. The best I ever felt was after being 

admitted to psych, I got stabilized and I can’t get back there.”

In your mind, rate how compelling you think these statistics are to motivate 

behavior change.

1 = Not very compelling

5 = Somewhat compelling

10 = Very compelling

Pause & Reflect



The Power of Qualitative Data
•Qualitative data is just as rigorous as 

quantitative data (when collected and analyzed 

systematically) and often more actionable for 

tailoring interventions to specific populations of 

patients

•Qualitative data reveal context, emotions, and 

lived experience that quantitative data can’t 

capture, especially around stigma and barriers to 

care

•Storytelling through qualitative data helps shift 

clinician behavior by humanizing data and 

deepening empathy



What is a Focus Group?
• A qualitative data collection method where a 

facilitator:

• Interviews 6-12 people who share similar 
characteristics that a researcher wants to study

• Guides a 60-90-minute group interview

• Creates an environment that encourages 
engagement and sharing from participants

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention



Hosting Focus Groups: Participant Recruitment

• WHO? Think about the AD intervention 
you’re building. Which patient population 
does it benefit?
• Determine the characteristics of your desired 

participants. Screen participants to ensure they 
meet your desired criteria.

• HOW MANY? Identify the number of 
participants you want in your focus group.

• HOW TO FIND? Recruit participants 
through your own organization, community 
organizations, social media, professional 
networks, or existing advisory structures.

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention



Hosting Focus Groups: Discussion Guides

• Acts as a “road map” for the facilitator

• An outline of topics and open-ended questions that are clear and aligned with 

your objectives

• Examples of focus group questions: 

• “What do you think people get wrong about X?”

• “What do you think is most important for people to know about how Y impacts 

how people are treated by clinicians?”

• “What might be different if  clinicians got direct feedback from patients who Z?”

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention



Hosting Focus Groups: 
Budget Considerations

• Virtual vs. in person focus groups

• Compensate participants for their 
time and expertise (treat people with 
lived experience as experts!)
• Market value for other experts in this 

area

• Data processing & analysis
• Transcription
• Coding/themes



Hosting Focus Groups: 
Human Subject Considerations

• Ask leadership about 
guidelines for working with 
human subjects

• Recording permission

• Develop a consent form. 
Example →

Clemson University



Hosting Focus Groups: Limitations 

• Generalizability
• Findings from focus groups are often not representative of the larger population

• Group Opinions
• Participants may agree with dominant opinions or hesitate to share differing views

• Facilitator Influence
• The facilitator’s tone or phrasing can unintentionally influence participants' responses

• Social Desirability Bias
• People may give answers they think are socially acceptable rather than what they truly believe, especially on 

stigmatized topics

• Data Complexity
• Qualitative data from focus groups can be difficult and time-consuming to analyze

• Limited Depth 
•Focus groups may not allow for deep exploration of individual perspectives



Hosting Focus Groups: Using the Data

Broad Issue Issue Identified by Focus 

Group Participants

Key Message

People who use drugs 

feel unheard and are 

treated unfairly

"I'd be more comfortable if I had

somebody who walked in my 

shoes. A doctor who knows what 

it's like to go through withdrawals 

and the cravings, and be able to 

help us get the exact treatment 

that we need. […] Just doctors 

treating me like a real person.”

Identify opportunities to 

reduce potential harms using 

a patient-centered,

trauma-informed approach



"The Power of WE: 

Elevating the Voices 

of People with Lived 

Experience”

Mary Hightower

Regional Health Specialist

Iowa Department of Health & 

Human Services

Darla Peterson

Regional Health Specialist

Iowa Department of Health & 

Human Services
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Explore  our  website for examples of patient inclusion in detailing campaigns.



narcad.org/ad-summit-series





THANK YOU.

Feedback or questions?

@narcad

narcad.org
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