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1. Background and limitations 

This is a guide for missions abroad wishing to implement focus groups in relation to 

some aspect of Sweden’s image, either on their own or with the aid of the Swedish 

Institute. The advantage of the method outlined here is that it requires only a small 

budget. 

The drawback with this method is that the participants will know that the questions 

are being put by people representing Sweden. Consequently, their replies may be 

more favourable than they would otherwise have been. This is why the method does 

not represent a particularly good way of obtaining answers about Sweden’s general 

image abroad. It does, however, offer a good way of formulating effective 

communication vis-à-vis specific target groups. 

To implement focus groups that do not perceive Sweden as the actual questioner, or 

the only questioner, external consultancy assistance will be required. Contact SI for 

support in such a process. 

2. Begin by framing your questions 

 

Before you organise focus groups, you and your colleagues should arrive at a shared 

idea of what you want to investigate and how you will use the information. Do you 

wish to know for instance: 

- How you should communicate with journalists in the country? 

- What the general public knows about Sweden? 

- How you are to reach grassroots movements/activists? 

- What alumni remember about Sweden and can pass on? 

The above questions are just a few examples. The more specific and unequivocal the 

questions are, the better results you will get from the focus group. Please feel free to 

contact us at SI if you want help in framing your questions. 

 

3. Selection of participants 

 

Once the questions you want answered have been formulated, you choose your 

participants A focus group should consist of about 6–8 participants. To obtain 

accurate data, it is a good idea to implement several focus groups.  

NB Before finally deciding to include any given individual in a focus group, 

make sure you put the questions under Step 4 below. 

When assembling a focus group, it is a good idea to think in terms of different 

segments or target groups. Often, it is best to implement several different focus 

groups but to ensure that the participants in each individual group have something in 

common. That makes it easier to draw conclusions from the results. Some 

constellations that may serve such a purpose are: 
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Age categories: Young, middle-aged, older 

Professions: Journalists and debaters, civil servants, artists/cultural workers etc. 

Target groups for special initiatives: Students, alumni, film festival audiences etc etc. 

Generally speaking, it is a good idea to mix women and men in the groups, unless 

the local context dictates otherwise. 

In a traditional study where the sender is supposed to be anonymous, it is sometimes 

difficult to recruit participants. Using this setup it is simpler: Contact relevant actors 

through your local network, e.g. in the arts field, academia, the business community 

and the media sector, to find participants who represent the groups you are interested 

in studying. 

4. Background questions prior to the selection of participants 

The background questions below need to be answered for two reasons. In part, they 

enable you to be sure that you have the right people in the group, given the specific 

questions you wish to ask. Also, the information makes it easier to analyse results 

properly. 

Age, sex 

Level of education, occupation, income 

Family situation: single, living at home with parents, has a family 

Media habits: which media and how often 

Been in Sweden?  

If so, when and for how long? 

Has a family in Sweden? 

Has friends in Sweden? 

Can roughly place Sweden/Scandinavia on a world map? 

Familiar with any Swedish companies? 

5. Information to participants 

 

Before the participants join the discussion they should be given the following 

information: 

- What the purpose of the focus group is 

- How it will be documented 

- How you will save the results 

- Whether you will anonymise the responses 

- Whether they will be paid for their participation 

6. Choice of venue 

 

For a traditional focus group, where the participants do not know who is behind the 

questions, a room with a two-way mirror wall is normally used so that the 

discussions can be observed. This is not necessary, however, in the case of focus 

groups where it is clear who the questioner is. Thererfore most quiet rooms can be 
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used for the purpose, e.g. at the embassy or the residence. This is also a way of 

keeping the exchanges more informal and rewarding. 

7. Language 

 

There are certain groups – e.g. future students – for which a good command of 

English is essential. SI nevertheless recommends that the focus groups are 

implemented in the local language. A simple way of doing this is to let a local 

employee put the questions agreed upon and document the replies. Ideally, other 

embassy staff could also be present and put follow-up questions or ask for 

clarification, and the local employee can translate where necessary. 

 

8. How is the discussion to be documented? 

 

If the embassy has access to a video camera, this is a good way of recording the 

discussion. Taking careful notes, however, is also a good method. 

9. Questions  

When framing the questions, make sure that they are not leading questions or 

questions that can only elicit positive answers. Instead, they should be framed in 

such a way that the participants can reflect on both positive and negative aspects. 

Formulating questions that are open and not leading can be difficult. We therefore 

suggest that the embassy seeks the support of SI in the task of framing questions to 

the focus groups based on the general questions defined in Step 1.  

As a complement, you can also choose one or more of the following methods: 

- Show photos from the Image Bank and ask the participants to associate and 

talk about them (images and accompanying questions are available 

separately in the toolkit) 

- Show sweden.se or some other local version and/or Sweden’s official digital 

channels, and ask the participants to think and talk about them 

- Show film material from SI and ask the participants to think and talk about it 

- Compile press cuttings from local media about relevant themes or about 

Sweden, and ask the participants to think and talk about them. 

To discuss which of these methods works best in relation to your specific questions, 

contact SI. 

10. Summary and analysis 

When the results are compiled and analysed, it is important to let several different 

people look at the material and draw conclusions. When writing the summary, it is 

also very useful if you pick out quotes that exemplify the discussion, preferably ones 

that are as specific as possible.  

If the material is translated into English or Swedish, SI’s staff can help provide 

assistance with the analysis and conclusions. 


