
The use of focus groups in a library’s strategic planning process 

Bottom Line:  Focus groups can be used to inform the strategic planning process of a large academic 
medical library, as an adjunct to other supporting data.  

Focused Question:  

Are focus groups an appropriate way of finding out what long-term improvements can be made to 
a large academic medical library? 
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Summary of the aim and methods of the study 

• The study aims to demonstrate how focus groups can be used to gather information 
about the future needs of a library’s patrons, and how they can be used for strategic 
planning in a large academic medical library. The authors aim to describe the processes 
they found helpful or problematic. 

• The Focus Group Project Team consisted of five library staff members to lead the 
project, and an external evaluation specialist. The Team members served as assistant 
moderators, and the specialist prepared abridged transcripts of each discussion, analysed 
the data, and prepared a final report summarising the major findings from all sessions. 

• Nine one-hour focus group sessions were held – eight with patrons and one the library 
staff selected from all major areas of the library. The groups were kept as homogeneous 
as possible. The student focus groups were not homogeneous, despite the authors’ “best 
efforts”. There is no explanation given for this. None of the focus groups were strictly 
homogenous anyway, as all contained library staff. It is not known whether the presence 
of library staff affected the focus groups discussions.  

• A purposive sampling strategy was used to select participants from the library’s patron-
contact database. This means that only “well-known” patrons were approached, so none 
of the focus groups included non-users.  

• The focus group setting is unkown. 
• The authors attempted to get a total of ten people per focus group, and found that 73% of 

those agreeing to attend actually participated. There was no further information given re: 
actual numbers of participants in each focus group. 

• Questions were designed to elicit information on one overriding theme: What will the 
patrons need and want from the library in the next five years? There was no indication as 
to whether the methods were modified during the study i.e. did any of the groups need 
probes? Did the library staff have different questions?  
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• The authors’ literature search aimed to find articles about how other libraries 
incorporated focus groups into long-range planning. There is no evidence of a literature 
search or discussion that compares focus groups with other possible methods of 
collecting information from patrons.  

Main Results:    

• If participants mentioned a particular theme or issue in four or more different focus 
groups, it was considered a major finding. Major findings are as follows: 

• Patrons want as many services and resources online as possible 
• All patron groups want off-campus access to online resources and services 
• Students want longer opening hours 
• The physical library is still highly valued – the most requested additions are colour 

printers and photocopiers 
• Patrons want library staff to lead on locating quality information and managing 

information 
• Information should be customised, uncluttered and concise 
• Patrons want one contact for solutions to IT problems 
• Patrons are unaware of the full range of resources and services the library provides 
• Classes offered by the library appeal primarily to staff. Faculty and students prefer 

assistance and training on demand 
• Patrons want to know each staff member’s areas of expertise 

Comments: 

• Good rationale for conducting the study, as the authors state that focus groups are already 
used as part of a strategic planning process for community colleges and businesses. All 
examples in the library literature described efforts to elicit short-term goals, rather than to 
inform a strategic plan.  

• The focus group findings were compared with other supporting data (surveys, 
environmental scans, brainstorming sessions, benchmarking, literature reviews), but the 
authors did not describe the analysis process or credibility of the findings in any detail.  

• The authors discussed the findings in relation to the benefits of using focus groups in the 
strategic planning process, but their argument was based primarily on enhanced 
communication with patrons rather than any hard evidence to suggest that focus groups 
inform a planning process.  

• The authors discussed whether the findings could be transferred to other populations, but 
it is still not clear how this can be done.  

  

Appraised by: Oxford Health Librarians Journal Club, 25 August 2005. 
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